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ABSTRACT
Research shows that the world is now more globalized than ever. In the education sector,
students’ movements have increased from the global South to the North as they look for a better
tomorrow. Hence, international students in the US are from almost all countries around the
world. The current study examines the changes in the foodways of international students since
their arrival in the US The analysis is based on more than 260 surveys and 17 interviews of
international students enrolled in US colleges and universities. The results from online selfadministered surveys showed that international students’ eating habit changes are mostly related
to their continent of origin, gender, religious affiliation, and religious preference. Interviews
conducted with students from different countries confirmed that the aforementioned
characteristics are important in explaining these changes in eating habits.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Migration has been changing the face of the world for centuries. Also, currently, it has never
been easier to travel from one part of the world to another because of technological and
infrastructural development (Huerta and Pérez 2015). Migration exchanges have increased
humans and goods’ flows even though the inevitable increasing globalization remains a
controversy: some see beneficial outcomes (trade and freedom) while others perceive threats to
local cultures and economies (domination + exploitation) (Berggren and Nilson 2014). There is a
lot of scholarly literature about the economic impacts of globalization but very little about any
perceived social impacts. For example, some consequences of migration may be increased
diversity and multi-cultural practices in the host population.
Some countries have many more migrants than others. The United States is one such
country with more than 13% of its population identified as foreign-born according to the U.S.
Census Bureau and Census of Population (2010). Reasons for migrating are probably as
numerous as the number of migrants. But, in general, people migrate for economic (job
opportunities), social (diversities or for better quality of life or to be with family), political (from
political instability to stable and democratic places), environmental (from hazardous zones or
adverse conditions to physically attractive areas) or educational reasons (to take advantage of
educational and economic opportunities that do not exist in the home country) (Huerta and Pérez
2015). For international students, the main reasons are to be educated and to acquire skills and
knowledge that will be useful in their countries of origin in order to better their lives (Vilela et al.
2014; Fritz, Chin, and DeMarinis 2008; Schwartz et al. 2010; Smith and Khawaja 2011).
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Migration is not easy, however. When migrants arrive in their host countries, they
undergo an acculturation that encompasses everything. For example, when Kenyans, as reported
by Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell, and Boller (2008), migrated to the US, they had to find new
ways for hair care, adopt different styles of clothing, and find new types of music to which to
listen. Similar findings were described by Wilson and Renzaho (2013) who looked at differences
in acculturation between parents and their children in Melbourne, Australia. They found that
parents, compared to their children, stick to their home eating habits while children preferred
Australian foods. Tirelli et al. (2013) affirmed that foodways of international students changed
depending on their continents of origin and food values. Also, needing to learn the dominant
language in the host country was showcased by Ishak, Mohd, and Othman (2013) and Cahill and
Stavrianeas (2013).
When thinking about all of the potential ways of acculturation, one can ask does the
intended length of stay influence the amount or areas of acculturation. One population whose
study would help us better understand the interplay between length of stay and acculturation, are
international students who are usually temporary migrants -- also referred to as sojourners -(Matsumoto et al. 2006; Rosenthal et al. 2007; Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, and Szapocznick
2010). Those international students must quickly acculturate, but they also intend to return to
their country of origin, so they may be less willing to forget their cultural heritage, in particular
their eating habits, which soon will be intermingled with the host country’s foodways. An
examination of the food acculturation views and habits of a group of sojourners is the purpose of
the present study. The findings from this study will assist university and colleges who are
interested in increasing the international diversity of their student bodies.
2

Around the world, the number of international students has tripled in the past decade
(International Consultants for Education and Fairs ICEF GmbH 2017). This means there are
about 5 million (4.6 million to be specific) students who study abroad. European leading
countries in receiving students are UK, Germany, France, and Italy. China, Japan, and Russia are
most desired Asian countries. In another perspective, the US is a leading country in terms of
hosting international students in 2017 with 24% of worldwide students within its borders. The
United Kingdom follows with 11%, China with 10% is next, Australia, France, and Canada have
7% each, and finally Russia and Germany have 6% each (Institute of International Education
[IIE] 2017). Looking closely at the United States of America, recent reports indicate that the
number of international students enrolling in US colleges and universities is increasing every
year (IIE 2017). Over the past 12 academic years (2005/06‒2016/17), for example, the number
of international students who entered US colleges and universities increased by over 3.4% per (?)
year. In 2005/06, the total number of students was 564,766, whereas in 2016/17, it was
1,078,822. In the meantime, there were 325,339 US students who studied abroad during the year
2015/16. It is worth noting that while the number of US students abroad increased, the general
trend of international students in the US decreased between 2015/16 and 2016/17.
Students are eager to study in the US for many reasons. Among them are new ways of
thinking, career opportunities at home as well as in the rest of the world, and intercultural context
(Cahill and Stavrianeas 2013). In that process of mobility, immigrants, in general, and
international students in particular, are the vanguards of globalization and are under scrutiny
because they are agents of change in both their host and countries of origin (Schwartz et al.
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2010). At the same time, in these unfamiliar environments, students must adapt; a process called
acculturation.
Acculturation constitutes the cultural changes individuals experience while interacting
with culturally divergent groups. This varies based on networked relationships between
individuals and the broader society, through family and community (Archuleta 2015; (Navas,
Garcia, Sánchez, Rojas, Pumares, and Fernández. 2007). This process of contact, interaction, and
adaptation flows across such social institutions as the economy, social relations, religious beliefs,
norms and values, foodways. And, it influences individual preferences such as eating habits,
clothing choices, and leisure activities.
We know that the influence of social institutions on individuals is relentless, pervasive,
and powerful (Giddens 1984; Heise, MacKinnon, and Scholl 2015). As such, migrants in a host
country may experience complete changes in lifestyle, cultural values, and expressions. These
changes may happen willingly, or because of social control mechanisms, or because of the lack
of availability of a cultural item (Udrea and Dumitriu 2015). For example, a migrant may come
from a country where eagles are plentiful, so citizens hunt and eat eagle. The migrant from this
country may travel to another country where eagles are protected and endangered. In this case,
the migrant will have to change his or her food acquisition and eating habits or risk prison. In
another example, a migrant from Siberia, Russia to Florida, USA would be forced to change his
or her clothing habits due to climate differences as well as an inevitable lack of available subzero clothing at the local stores. As a final example, it is also very likely that migrants are excited
to try the new things that are available in their new host countries and willingly take to wearing
jeans and sneakers rather than long cloaks, and eating at McDonalds instead of Rice and Beans.
4

Because of the importance (yet variability) of food in all cultures, as well as its necessity
for survival, any acculturation is likely to involve food. As noted, the present study examines
food acculturation from the perspective of temporary migrants – international students.
International students in their new temporary environment can be forced to change their eating
habits because home foods are not available, they do not yet have friends who can help them
discern places to find their home foods, and/or they do not have the financial capacity to buy
home foods (Tirelli et al, 2013; Rientes and Nolan 2014). At the same time, the students may be
excited to try new dishes and find they are delicious. This issue of migrant food acculturation is
also an interesting one for study in the US because of its diversity and melting pot heritage.
Migrants to the US may find communities of people who are just like people in their countries of
origin. The availability of their cultural food preferences then, may be wide and tolerance for
these divergent choices may be present. As such, international students migrating temporarily to
the US for educational opportunities may have a lot of choices of what to eat, choices that
represent cultures from all over the world. Examining student migrants to the US, then, affords a
great opportunity to fully understand the acculturation of migrants with regards to something as
important as food. Hence, food habits can be considered as key elements in acculturation
decisions or happenings (Cleveland, Laroche, Pons, and Kastoun 2009).

Significance of the Research
Study of dietary acculturation of international students is of a great importance for policy
implications as much as for knowledge’s sake. The importance of food cannot be stressed
enough for many reasons besides sustaining life. Eating habits are constantly changing because
5

of globalization and cultural refinement. The role of food in our lifestyles – ceremonies, family
life, friendships and other relationships, and events – is tremendously important and is
inextricably intertwined with culture and lifestyle. But, food is also essential for maintaining
good health, both physically and emotionally. While the rules about healthy eating may
occasionally change with the revelation of new medical research, nutritionists, physicians and
other specialists of health recommend particular foods for good health and well-being (FAO
2016). And, while these particulars may change overtime and the specifics of preparation and
any accompaniments vary between societies, eating well can improve one’s overall quality of life
and reduce stress (Nestle et al. 1998; Department of Health 2011; Vilela et al. 2014; WHO
2004). The long-term benefits of good health are also well documented as well as international
nutrition guidelines (Loomes and Croft 2013; Perez-Cueto et al. 2009).
Migration food, and health are intricately linked. Research has reported that migrants can
move into unhealthy food environments with consequences to their health such as obesity,
diabetes and food allergies to name a few (Zhang, Meijgaard, Shi, Cole, and Fielding 2015;
Amos and Lordly 2014; Cahill and Stavrianeas 2013). Thus, the study of food and migration is
essential and using the example of international students to the US allows for a multi-cultural
exploration of how food preferences and changes may impact one’s educational pursuits. This
research allows us to gain a sociological perspective regarding migrants’ food practices and
whether or not are more likely to become unhealthy when they move out of their country of
origin. International students are under a lot of stress, from parental pressures to acculturation
pressures (Tirelli et al. 2013). This stress impacts both their academic work and their eating
habits and health. A better understanding of these stresses, particularly those associated with
6

food and health, may allow host universities to provide better services to international students in
order to help them succeed and encourage more of them to study abroad in the US. Another
reason this research is important is, this work provides a better understanding of the impacts of
cultural exchanges. Knowledge of food issues can inform different types of policies that can be
implemented to improve the recruitment and retention of international students. Because
international students contribute to the rich diverse and inclusive climate that is so important at
universities, their presence and impact cannot be understated.
Eating habits in the US are impacted by the presence of international students, and in
turn, these students’ eating habits are affected by their stay in the US. Researchers tend to find
that students migrating to the US take on the more sedentary lifestyles and the diets loaded with
foods with higher fat and sugar content that many American students have. These particular
changes in lifestyle and food have negative health consequences for visiting students (Al-Hazzaa
et al. 2011; Loomes and Croft 2013). Therefore, to attract more students or make those who are
currently in the country happier (i.e. healthy, low-stress, and successful), universities must know
the potential sources of health, academic problems, and challenges for international students if
they are to attract and retain these important additions to their student bodies.
The present work includes an analysis of the shifts in eating patterns that occur after
moving to the US, the impact of foodways adaptations on these students’ friendships with conationals and other students from other countries, and one’s cultural identity (e.g. “selfidentification, affiliation, and pride as a member of the culture of origin or of the host culture”
[Zea, Asner-Self, Birman, and Buki 2003]). The literature on the foodways and eating habits of
international students has grown over the years, but few studies examine the social sources,
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patterns, and consequences of these changes. Nor do they utilize surveys or in-depth interviews.
The present study closes these gaps in the literature by examining the experiences of seventeen
students who migrated to the US to study at a large southeastern University.

Chapter Outline
The remaining chapters in this dissertation are as follows: Chapter II presents the
literature that reviews, defines, and discusses such concepts as acculturation and dietary
acculturation; the standard American diet (SAD); cost, availability, and eating habits; and
international students and their eating habits, with a focus on Asian and African students.
Chapter III is the theoretical section that draws on multiple theories such as the symbolic
interactionism perspective on why people eat what they eat. Chapter IV explains the methods
utilized in this dissertation in three parts. Part I describes the subjects of this research: who they
are and what are their characteristics. The second part of the methods section describes the
method used to select participants for online surveys. Part 3 of the Methods Chapter presents the
techniques used for data analyses, both the qualitative and quantitative approaches used as well
as the statistical methods of data analysis used, such as, multiple regression, measures of central
tendency factor analyses, and validity and reliability analyses. Chapter V explains the findings
and the results in multiple sections. Section 1 shows the food types and their consumption before
moving to the US and now. That section has also factor analyses that guided the grouping of
foods into four groups. Section 2 is the demographics of the participants in the study. Section 3
looks at differences between participants in relation to food consumption through ANOVA and
regressions analyses. Section 4, which is the last part of the chapter, explores social interactions,
8

cooking habits, and health perception of international students. Finally, Chapter VI is the
concluding chapter of the dissertation. In it, I summarize the main findings, note the study
limitations, and discuss the implications for policy, for ensuring a good quality of life for
international students, and future research.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews, defines and discusses concepts and previous research that are
relevant to the relationship between migration and food. Such concepts include cultural/ethnic
identity, acculturation and dietary acculturation as they are intertwined; factors affecting dietary
acculturation, adaptational difficulties arising from acculturation, the standard American diet
(SAD); socialization and culture with regard to international students.

Acculturation
Acculturation happens via socialization. Socialization is the process through which
individuals learn the principles of the culture in which they grow up (Hofstede 1984).
Socialization is a lifelong process and constitutes the backbone of individuals’ current
experiences, lifestyles and ways of coping with change. This is distinguished from acculturation
in that sociology focuses on learning while acculturation focuses on changing. According to
Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits (1936), acculturation encompasses
those phenomena which result when groups of individuals having different cultures come
into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original culture
patterns of either or both groups… under this definition, acculturation is to be
distinguished from culture change, of which it is but one aspect, and assimilation, which
is at times a phase of acculturation... (p. 288)
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Later, in the mid-1970s, that definition changed to avoid the unidirectional/unidimensional
perspective of acculturation. Currently, scholars define acculturation as:
culture change that is initiated by the conjunction of two or more autonomous cultural
systems. Acculturative change may be the consequence of direct cultural transmission; it
may be derived from non-cultural causes, such as ecological or demographic
modification induced by an impinging culture; it may be delayed, as with internal
adjustments following upon the acceptance of alien traits or patterns; or it may be a
reactive adaptation of traditional modes of life (p. 288)

Those definitions present both macro and micro perspectives of acculturation that reflect
behavioral and value changes. Berry’s (2005) account describes the more personal-level
processes of acculturation and clearly summarizes this process as the “dual process of cultural
and psychological change that takes place because of contact between two or more cultural
groups and their individual members” (p. 698). In other words, acculturating is acquiring a
second culture, eating habits of that culture, while keeping parts, home food habits, of the first
because cultural adaptation is selective (Cleveland et al. 2009). As they acculturate, international
students/migrants retain home traditions or reject them and adopt or reject certain host country
processes (Kwak 2010; Schwartz et al. 2010). Socialization impacts acculturation and is a part of
acculturation
“Acculturation and adaptation processes involve intertwine of the components and
intervention with important principles, values, and realities of the new culture” (Ishak et al.
2013:440). International students, who are transnationals, operate according to a “bicultural
11

strategy” or cross-cultural adaptation by preserving and maintaining their original cultural
identity (Lara et al. 2005). Those who have low identification with both their home and host
cultures utilize a “marginalized” strategy. These students consume minimal amounts of their
home and host countries’ foods. In contrast, the students who have high host, low home identity
utilize an “assimilated” strategy. These individuals conform to the culture of their host countries
and eat more of their host countries’ foods but little or none of their own home countries’ foods.
Conversely, those with high home, low host identity exhibit a “separated” strategy. These
students maintain their cultural eating habits but consume none or little of the host countries’
foods. Finally, students who maintain their culture of origin but are in daily contact with other
people and groups from the host country, eat the same amounts of home and host country foods,
utilize an “integration” strategy (Berry 2003).
Acculturation process is therefore important for it helps framing the changes international
students go through during their stay abroad and to understand changes in their eating habits. The
goal of this research is to comprehend and know the categories in which international students
may fall. Each acculturation strategy adopted in correlated to specific type of stress with its
consequences especially those related to changes in eating habits.

Acculturation of International Students and Acculturative Stress
There is stress produced by the acculturation process – the struggle of adapting to a new
culture. Some of the consequences can be negative and can impact the physiological,
psychological, and social wellbeing of the migrant (Berry et al. 1987; Poyrazli et al., 2004).
These consequences are known as acculturative stress and are more likely to occurs when there
12

is depletion of physical and psychological resources such as healthy food and friendships
(Prendes-Lintel 2001).
The two-dimensional acculturation model of Berry (2003) has three key points in
explaining differences among individuals and acculturative stress impact. First, individuals
exhibiting high levels of home and host identification (i.e., those adopting a “bicultural strategy”
explained above) experience the lowest acculturative stress (Cemalcilar and Falbo 2008;
Schwartz et al. 2010). Motivated international students who move with clear goals, finish their
degrees, and return to their home countries perform better than those who craft their goals upon
arrival (Baier 2005; Berry 2003, 2006; Sumer 2009; Wong, Wong, and Scott 2006). By contrast,
those exhibiting low identification with both home and host culture (i.e., those adopting a
“marginalized strategy”) experience high levels of acculturative stress. International students
who spend time exclusively with co-nationals are part of this group. Finally, individuals with
mixed patterns (i.e., those exhibiting high host, low home identity—assimilated—or high home,
low host identity—separated) show intermediate levels of acculturative stress. These students go
back and forth between their co-nationals and nationals (in this case, American students).
International students may experience high levels of acculturative stress because they are
often disengaged with the host culture, due to the fact that their ultimate goal is to complete their
degree and return back to their home. Sandhu and Asrabadi (1998) reported that in addition to
the general acculturation issues, international students face academic stresses and can be harmed
by the effects of acculturative stress (Poyrazli et al. 2004; Alakaam 2015). Therefore,
international students have a unique experience among the community of students (Berry 1997;
Singaravelu & Pope 2007). In the figure below, we can see the interactions between home and
13

host countries. The more different, an international student’s culture is from the host culture the
harder it will be for him or her acculturates because, as adults, international students have spent
their formative years somewhere else and likely use their home culture heritage as reference.

Cultural and Ethnic Identity
Even though difficult to define, culture is learned and, generally, culture refers to the
ideas, values, and practices that allow people to live in harmony. Culture also builds identity
(here meaning “self-identification, affiliation, and pride as a member of the culture of origin or
of the host culture” [Zea, Asner-Self, Birman, and Buki 2003]). Culture shapes the world around
us, thereby shaping us, wherever we may be (Zhang 2013; Ladhari, Souiden, and Choi 2015).
Identity of whatever sort is obviously implicated in the degree to which an immigrant
feels “belongingness” in a new and different cultural environment; acculturation, in other words,
is partly a process of identity change (Li, Marbley, Bradley, and Lan 2016). Identity is a
cognitive process through which a person knows, accepts, and identifies with a specific group.
On arrival in the host country, the international student may feel isolated by the lack of
belonging. Adapting to at least some of the new food culture diminishes that isolation but also
may diminish the sense of oneness with people from the homeland (Smith and Khawaja 2011).
Identity is a sort of magnifying glass through which host traditions including eating habits begin
to make sense to the newcomer.
Difficulties with identity and acculturation increase when eating habits in the local
environment are not similar to the country of origin. This situation can increase acculturative
14

stress. This may be why many researchers report that eating habits, such as dinner meals, are the
last to change in an individual’s process of acculturation (Hoog, Kleinman, and Gillman 2013).
In her book “We are what we eat”, Gabaccia (2000) demonstrated the importance of ethnic foods
and the long-lasting characteristics of eating habits. Wherever an individual lives or goes, he or
she looks for familiarity in foods and other items to help ease the process of acculturation in a
new area because food is a symbol of cultural identity (Hartwell et al. 2011).

Figure 1: Acculturation process and context: framework for studying immigrants and sojourners
adapted from Ward and Geeraert 2016.

Looking at Figure 1, when it comes to food, we can see the lifestyle distance between
heritage/home culture and settlement/host culture matters. For instance, teff is well-known in
Ethiopia and is imported in the US. There is a large gap between it and other types of foods in
the US. Another example is lalo or keleng keleng from Cameroon. In the US, those items are not
easy to find and when available, they are expensive and not of an excellent quality. In
15

comparison, French cheese or Italian mascarpone are found almost everywhere in the United
States. As the figure further shows, home and host cultures intermingle types of foods during
intercultural contact, and during any migration acculturation processes. These are, in turn,
influenced by social context, institutional and organizational context, and family context. For
example, an individual from Cameroon or Ethiopia, has to manage more stressors while
acculturating compared to an Italian or a French because of home food (in) availability. In other
words, a person in a family with strong values (religious for example) is more likely to have
positive acculturative experience by accepting the diversity in the host culture (Ward and
Geeraert 2016). African migrants in Australia are able to find their home foods. While parents
want their children to consume more of those foods, children prefer readily available Australian
foods. Because of their faith, parents don’t care about those consequences – most gain weight –
and think that it is God’s will. Despite all, parents and children are changing their eating
practices. Children’s eating habits are influenced by what is offered at schools. Parents, because
they want their offspring to eat home foods are more likely to comprise – child eat home food
and they consume desserts.

Dietary Acculturation
The attention to and the study of foodways and their modifications is recognized as
dietary acculturation. “Eating habits” or “food habits” refers to what is eaten, the quantity
consumed, the quality of foods, the ways that food is obtained, and how it is cooked or prepared.
Additionally, eating habits are defined as the “attitudes and behaviors associated with eating”
and “the way[s] in which individuals or groups of individuals, in response of social and cultural
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processes/pressures select, consume, and utilize portions of the available food supply.”
(Caballero et al. 2003:1963; Guthe and Mead 1945). Thus, eating habits are typically based on
social, cultural, psychological, religious, economic, environmental, political, and individual
factors (Guptill et al. 2013). When dissimilarities are present in food preparation, etc., this
indicates institutional patterns of (de)segregation, (in) acceptance, and social cohesion/isolation
because patterns of eating between and within countries exist and may be more or less tolerable
to those with social power (Trichopoulou and Vasilopoulou 2007). Also, food habits that
constitute cultural differences may change as cultures mix in the present globalized world. As
noted, dietary acculturation is the “process that occurs when members of a migrating group adopt
the eating patterns or foods choices of their new environment” (Satia-Abouta 2003; Peng 2005).
For the migrant, food habits become adopted practices in the new society (Golden and Lanza
2013). Food consumption makes us part of a culture and symbolizes our belonging to an ethnic
group (Chapman and Beagan 2013).
Another example can be given of Hispanics who after residing in the US for a long time
have similar eating habits as non-Hispanic whites. After a time, Hispanic immigrants preferred
soda to traditional juices and switched to less saturated fat when cooking. These are examples of
negative and positive change in their dietary acculturation (Bermudez, Falcon et al. 2000; SatiaAbouta, Patterson et al. 2002). Changes among Latinos, Korean Americans and Japanese
Americans have exposed these migrants to increased risks of obesity (Perez-Escamilla and
Putnik 2007; Pierce, Austin et al. 2007; Lee 2008) And, while changes in eating habits
(particularly for migrants to westernized democracies are often negative to migrants’ health, they
are not always in only one direction and undesirable.
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Factors that Affect Dietary Acculturation
Many of the factors that influence dietary acculturation can be grouped in three
categories: relationships, cultural, and socioeconomic status and education (Satia-Abouta 2003;
Satia-Abouta, Patterson, Neuhouser, and Elder 2002; Brittin & Obeidat 2011). For example,
factors that tend to increase successful dietary acculturation include such things as increased
length of stay in the host country, income, (mastery) of the language of the host country, age,
marital status, ethnicity, cooking abilities, and residence (Lee, Sobal & Fronquillo 1999; Pan,
Dixon, Himburg, & Huffman 1999; Yang & Fox 1979).
To elaborate, relationships are factors that affect eating habits. Friendship between
international students and students in the host country and members of the community
surrounding the university have been reported to impact general acculturation and dietary
acculturation and, in the long run, impact academic achievement. These relationships are built
upon international students’ cultural backgrounds. In some cases, international students
preferentially look for cultural interactions with those in the host country rather than co-nationals
(Rienties and Nolan 2014; Brown 2009; Ward and Rana-Deuba 1999). Those international
students are quickly exposed to host foodways. Meaningful friendships with others have been
reported to exert a “powerful influence on students’ wellbeing, reducing loneliness and
homesickness and helping them cope with the stresses inherent in the move to a new culture”
(Brown 2009:65). Companionship has been also reported to impact what one eats. For example,
on campuses, when accompanied by male students, female students choose foods with fewer
calories (Young, Mizzau, Mai, Sirisegaram, and Wilson 2009).
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It should not be surprising that marital status impacts eating habits in many ways. For
married students, eating habits are affected by negotiations with spouses in choosing what to
buy, prepare, and consume (Devine 2005). Research has shown that older students, particularly
married students, are less likely to change their eating habits (Schwartz et al. 2010; Archuleta
2015) after migrating to a host country.
Cultural factors also influence dietary acculturation because international students move
with a background or lenses through which they see elements in the new culture. Changes in
eating habits are correlated with people’s values (i.e., goals and ideals) and are embedded in
social structures, such as school, work, and family. Thus, they could differ depending on
situations in life and change throughout the life course (Devine 2005). For example, Muslim
students who follow Islamic guidelines may not find halal foods in their immediate
environments, which could limit the types of foods they can eat. This may be why they consume
less meat and avoid eating out (Alakaam et al. 2015). Also, a Baoulé from Côte d’Ivoire who
moves to the US will find it hard because traditionally, they claim not to be birds to eat rice.
Instead, they prefer yam (Ruf 2010). Another example is a Massa from Cameroon who eats red
millet. The Massa is more likely to adopt eating habits of the host country because red millet is
not used for human consumption in the US (De Garine 1984).
There are also taboos that can have various impacts on eating habits on migrants. A
student from a country where the ‘electric fish’ is only for whoever may start eating it in the US
because it is not prohibited there (Pagezy 2012). In their study about human food preferences,
Cantarero and colleagues (2013) confirmed the impact of cultural identity as a sociocultural
factor on food preferences among Aragonese in Spain. Here, they found the Aragonese more
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preferable to the local Spanish food. The consumption of cultural is valued more than any other
food.
Availability of home foods is another factor that affects eating habits. Whether or not
migrants find particular foods influences their buying decisions (Trichopoulou et al. 2007). In
other words, eating habits are easily maintained when home foods are available. For migrants in
general, like international students, this necessitates finding the home foods that were part of
their upbringing in their direct environment and incorporating these foods into in their daily diet.
In a study about the food experience of international students in Canada, the authors reported that
international students praised the availability of convenience food and, therefore, bought and
consumed convenience foods that have known health-related consequences (Amos and Lordly
2014). To elaborate, those findings were validated by Vilela et al. (2014) in London.
Moreover, after assessing the literature on food-buying decisions (Tirelli et al. 2016)
examined the gender differences among international students in Spain. Their findings suggest
that cultural heritage influences food choices. In their study, men were more influenced during
all stages of buying than women. In contrast, women were found to be mostly influenced by
ethnocentrism after foods were purchased. Some others pointed out that a number of
international students purchase available alternatives to their home foods when they cannot find
them in stores, while others borrowed or got cultural foods from their friends (Tirelli et al. 2015;
Stewin, 2013). Hartwell et al. (2011) argued that ethnocentrism (the tendency to view or consider
everything else based on one’s standards that are considered universal) plays a crucial role in the
decision to buy this or that food product (figure 2 shows other connections and influences).
Figure 2 illustrates this relationship. It also highlights the influences of ideals, personal and
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economic factors, and food context, in that ideals is associated with buying in this way,
economic factors in this way and food context in this way.

Figure 2: A conceptual model of the components in the food choice process adapted from Furst
et al. 2016.
Another cultural factor that influences eating habits is the environment into which
international students move, which could determine how their food habits change (Ro 2014). For
instance, an international student who moves to an environment where there is a community
from his or her home country is more likely to keep their home diet. Students’ local residences
also dictate the foods that they consume. Rhee (2006) demonstrated that students living on
campus had a lower BMI (<19 kg/m2) when compared to those living off-campus (BMI>25
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kg/m2) who were more obese. However, some researchers have found that international students
living in residence halls (dormitories) are less likely to consume their home foods because they
are not available in the school cafeterias (Frewer et al. 2001; Meng 2008; Stewin 2013). In a
dining hall on campus, for example, choices are different from those in restaurants in the nearby
city, just as there is an effect of the time of the day (generally speaking, morning calls for
breakfast and evening for dinner) (Jastran et al. 2009). For international students, most of whom
have meal plans, dining halls on campus are convenient and may dictate eating choices, even
when they would rather eat something else (Alakaam et al. 2015).
Related to living arrangements, some authors say that cooking is challenging for students
who have lived at home prior to going to college (Vilela et al. 2014). Food preparation is an art,
and in order to cook, students must know how to do it. Some students start learning to cook only
after they leave home. The fear of not making good food, the added difficulty of food
preparation, and ability to get transportation to ethnic groceries are among the reasons that
students may prefer to eat out or in dining halls on campuses. So, it should come as no surprise
that international students who move to a host country without cooking abilities are more likely
to adopt food habits in that country (Almohanna 2010).
Acceptance of men’s involvement in cooking and eating choices is likely to be culturally
based as well as being influenced by their length of stay in the host country. A culture that
accepts (or does not accept) men’s culinary activities, the country of origin’s views on equality,
and its use of traditional gender roles, is likely to impact men’s participation in food norms
(Williams-Forson 2016).
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Some researchers argue that length of stay in the host country interacts with culture and
changes migrants’ perceptions of foods that are available in the host countries and increases
contact with host culture (Satia-Abouta 2003; Edwards, Hartwell, and Brown 2010). Vilela et al.
(2014) compared Portuguese and British students living in London universities. The study is
captured the purchasing behaviors of students and compared Portuguese vs Londonian. They
placed Portuguese students in two groups: those who had lived more than a year in London vs
those who had lived less than a year in London. Both groups of Portuguese students reported
adopting the English diet (more bacon, tea, tea with milk, and porridge). But participants who
had lived more than a year in London reported eating those items more frequently that those who
had lived in London less than a year. Other researchers found that after a short stay in Belgium,
85% of international students changed their diet (Perez-Cueto et al. 2009) to be more Belgian.
Changes in dietary habits in relation to length of residence in the US, Australia, United
Kingdom, and other countries have also been reported (Raj et al. 1999; Perez-Cueto et al 2009;
Ro 2014; Serafica 2014; Serafica et al. 2016).
Length of stay is also related to age. Migrants who arrive in a country at a younger age
change their eating habits faster than older migrants. For example, no matter their status, refugee
parents in Melbourne, Australia still prepared traditional meals, while their children preferred
local foods (Wilson and Renzaho 2014).
Turning to socio-economic factors, researchers found that economic capital is important
in determining the changes in eating habits. Higher income is related to eating habits (Oniang’o,
Mutuku, and Malaba 2003). To maintain their home eating habits, international students need to
buy their home foods. International students often find that buying “native foods” is difficult
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once they move to the host country (Shepherd 2002). Vilea et al. (2014) reported that it is harder
for participants, in their study that have lived less than a year in the host country. Ghanaians in
London, for example, cooked traditional dishes with unknown available ingredients that seemed
close to those found in Ghana (Tuomainen 2009). Sometimes, however, these foods are very
expensive on the local markets or in supermarkets. So, toward the end of the semester, lack of
money pushes students to consume less-healthy foods (Kolodinsky et al. 2008). Furthermore,
students are likely to choose comfort foods, “dishes and products consumed specifically for an
emotional boost” because they also boost their energy, compensate for their feelings of
loneliness (Guptill et al. 2013:3).
Food value varies by one’s place in the social hierarchy. Eating habits and social class are
intertwined because diverse groups have different experiences in relation to food, besides
economic power. Food divides people into groups because people are often classified by eating
habits that can differ within a society and across countries. In the Indian caste system, for
example, Dalits (the lowest caste) handle dead animals, sweep waste, and consume meat
whenever available (Crowther 2013). Meanwhile, Brahmins (the highest caste) eat vegetables,
which are perceived to be superior to meat. In contrast, in western societies, meat eating has
always been considered a high-status activity, so the middle and upper classes consume more
meat than the working and lower classes.
Another socioeconomic factor, education is also related to eating habits. Dietary
acculturation can be influenced by social capital, which is also acquired through education
(Smith 2006; Cantarero et al. 2013; Archuleta 2015). As they transition from one context to the
other, international students transpose what Bourdieu (1984) called “habitus or a system of
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durable, transposable dispositions … principles which generate and organize practices and
reproductions” (p. 53). In other words, habits that are learned for a certain time can be used
throughout life course. Wherever someone goes, the person uses his or her background.
Reference here is made to their social class, gender, marital status, education, and age (Darvin
and Norton 2014). Øygard (2000) demonstrated in his study that there is connection between
social position and food tastes in Oslo, Sweden. Because of their lack of cultural and economic
capital, poor and less-educated people primarily view food as sustenance (i.e., theirs are “tastes
of necessity”), while rich and well-educated people with high capital and knowledge of the
variety of available foodstuffs reject sustenance as food’s primary function and exercise the
freedom of choice that affluence brings (i.e., theirs are “tastes of preference”).

Dietary Acculturation of International Students Regarding Race
International students in the U.S. are a diverse population with people coming from all
over the world “with differing levels of economic, cultural, and language similarity to each other
and to their American counterparts” (Jackson, Ray, & Bybell, 2013, p. 17). Many researchers
have reported undesirable changes in eating habits of international students around the globe as
well. In Canada, in cities like Toronto, Vancouver, and Winnipeg for instance, other researchers
affirmed that the number of Asians (Chinese), Italian, French, Lebanese and Indian is higher
compared to African restaurants or stores that are almost inexistent (Cleveland et al., 2009,
Edwards et al., 2010; Devine, 2005). Overall, students’ dietary patterns are related to their needs
to acquaint themselves with their new environment and therefore they often select foods that are
found in their immediate environment (Marietta, Welshimer, & Long 1999; Huang, Song,
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Schemmel & Hoerr 1994). Here, there is more attention on Asian and African students for a
couple of reasons. First, the number of studies: while a large number of studies have looked at
Asian students, very few studies have had African students as the focus of the research. Second,
Asian students have reported finding their home foods in the United States more frequently than
African students. Besides those two reasons, both groups experience greater changes even
though there are more restaurants serving Asian foods while there are almost no restaurant
serving African foods (Edwards et al. 2010)

Eating Habits of Asian Students
Acculturation in its most basic form is (obviously) quite variable and dependent upon a
number of factors. The types of changes that take place for any on individual or group will vary.
Among Asian Indians in the US, changes in eating habits are summarized by Su (2003:2) as
follows: “After immigration, Asian Indians in the United States had decreased consumption of
traditional mixed dishes based on cereals, legumes, and/or vegetables, and increased
consumption of fruit juice, chips, fruit, cheese, margarine, American bread, dry cereals, soft
drinks, coffee, and alcoholic beverages.” In recent studies, Korean Americans were reported to
be prone to hypertension based on dietary acculturation that resulted in decreased consumption
of rice and vegetables compared to their native Korean counterparts (Kim et al. 2007). Japanese
Americans have a higher rate of adopting Western food than other Asian Americans, and the
differences vary amongst generations (Pierce et al. 2007). In other studies, younger Chinese
American women in Seattle and Vancouver were found to have the highest degree of Western
diet uptake compared to other Asian groups in the area (Satia-Abouta et al. 2001). In another
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study comparing Americans to Thai, the latter significantly decreased consumption of 29 Thai
foods over 119 items while significantly increasing the consumption of 33 American foods. In
Pennsylvania, Chinese Americans who had resided in the US longer consumed more vegetables,
fats, sweets, and beverages, whereas those with higher English proficiency increased their
consumption of grains, meats, and fats or sweets (Lv and Cason 2004). In her study, Ro (2014)
determined that health consequences vary by age and ethnicity. Filipino, Chinese, and Japanese
individuals reported some chronic health conditions, whereas Koreans did not. Ro (2014)
concluded that age, ethnicity among Asian groups, and gender are moderators in the adoption of
the SAD. In general, health outcomes vary greatly among Asian groups.

Eating Habits of African Students
African students are most likely to report their home foods are unavailable in the host
country in comparison to other groups of international students. This makes them less likely than
any group of students to be able to consume their cultural foods. They are therefore, more likely
to change their eating habits when they migrate (Wilson and Renzaho 2014). However, there are
differences among students from the continent.
Eating Habits of Sub-Saharan African Students (West, Central, and Southern Africa)
Few studies have looked closely at the dietary habits of African students in other
countries, but much general knowledge is available. Sub-Saharan African international students
come from diverse backgrounds, but they share many eating habits and products (Oniang’o et al.
2003). This area is known for producing staples that are generally common to countries within
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the region. Pre-colonial staples include yams, cassava, sorghum, rice, millet, banana-plantain,
maize, teff (a grain), groundnuts (peanuts), and melon seeds. Protein is obtained by hunting and
fishing and from domesticated animals, such as goats, sheep, and poultry. Other agricultural
products include sugarcane, dates, cotton, coffee, cocoa, palm oil, sugar, vegetables of various
kinds, sesame, beans, coconuts, bananas, barley, tea, wheat, citrus fruits, cashew, sweet potatoes,
and potatoes. The post-colonial period is, for instance, marked by a high consumption of bread in
many African countries (Cusack 2000; Tuomainen 2009). Eating habits are based on staple foods
that are fresh and locally transformed rather than processed in facilities. Additionally, many of
these food products remain staples in much of the region. Despite the diversity of ethnic groups
in sub-Saharan Africa, it is possible to make some generalizations regarding their foods and food
customs (Barer-Stein 1981; Cusack 2000), and these generalizations can aid in understanding the
changes in food habits of African students who come to the US. International students from this
part of the continent eat one staple (starchy food made from cereals or roots) that is accompanied
with a relish or soup (Oniang’o et al. 2003)

Eating Habits of Northern African Students
Northern African students are not an exception among international African students in
the sense that far less research has focused on them compared to European, Asian, and Indian
students in Europe and the US. Few differences exist between these students’ foodways and the
eating habits of Middle Eastern students from countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Jordan
(Basaran 1999). In their study about Arab students enrolled in US universities, Brittin and
Obeidat (2011) observed that these students adopted some American ways while keeping some
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traditional customs. Most Arab students are Muslims. Pork and alcohol are the main foods
prohibited by Islam, and as reported by Brown (2009), these prohibitions provide a sense of
belonging that goes beyond country of origin. Additionally, Islam prohibits the consumption of
any food from dawn to dusk during the month of Ramadan (Brittin and Obeidat 2011; Brown
2009). These students’ traditional diet includes pita bread, olives, olive oil, tomato, soft drinks,
green salad, rice, legumes, whole milk, labaneh (drained yogurt), hummus, falafel, and Arabic
coffee (Brittin Obeidat 2011; Tajkarimi, Ibrahim, and Fraser 2013).

The Standard American Diet (SAD)
As noted above, the world is globalized and international students entering in the US,
experience a melting pot. In the US, historical eating habits brought by settlers still characterize
regional distinctions, despite the homogenization of the American diet. The popularity of fast
food and franchise restaurants has also taken hold in American culture (Carroll 2013; Gabaccia
1998; Ritzer 2004). According to Gabaccia (1998: 225), “with bagels changing from a
distinctively Jewish icon to a national fast food, and the proliferation of Tex-Mex, New York
deli, and “new Florida” creoles, Americans have no single national cuisine.”
In the US, the influence of other cultures on the diet of its residents is undeniable, as is its
impact on other diets around the world. Southwestern states are strongly influenced by Mexican
and Spanish cookery, Southeastern states by French and Spanish cuisines (sauces and roux), and
Eastern Seaboard states by Dutch, Swedish, Quaker, and German settlers (Bern-Stein 1981).
Stern and Stern (2008) enumerate some of the dishes that remain associated with some regions:
sponge candy and Buffalo hot wings (Buffalo, NY), green corn tamales (Tucson, AA), white
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clam pizza (New Haven, CT), Cuban sandwiches (Florida), date milkshakes (southern
California), Indian pudding (New England), and five-way chili (Ohio). We can add wild rice
(Minnesota), cheese (Wisconsin, also known as America’s Dairyland), sauerkraut and bratwurst
(Milwaukee), Chicago-style deep dish pizza (Illinois), and crawfish and gumbo in Louisiana
(Brown and Mussell 1984).
Given all of these regional dishes and cuisines, one might wonder if there even is such a
thing as the SAD (Satia-Abouta et al. 2002). Many researchers, however, look beyond region and
focus on the common characteristics of foods available throughout the US. In general, the main
points of convergence are as follows: the SAD is a diet of processed foods that are high in
saturated fats, salt, and simple carbohydrates and deficient in complex carbohydrates, fruits,
whole grains, vegetables, and fiber (Almohanna 2010). The SAD includes heavy doses of fast
foods and sweet drinks, often carbonated (both consumed mostly by youth of all social classes)
(Deshmukh-Taskar et al. 2007). Snacking on foods of doubtful quality is also part of the
package, as is restaurant food (more and more Americans are eating out increasingly often, and
the portions served in restaurants are usually larger than meals prepared at home). The SAD
prefers TV dinners to family meals and eating on the go, while driving, at movie theaters, and at
sports events over meals consumed at home (Almohanna 2010; Carroll 2013). As a consequence
of the SAD, the rates of cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes, and obesity are rising (SatiaAbouta 2003; Deshmukh-Taskar et al. 2007). This is the context into which international
students enter. Their socio-cultural upbringing and backgrounds will shape their acculturation
process (Schwartz et al. 2010). The concept of fast food restaurants originated in the US and was
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later followed in other regions of the world. America’s obesity crisis is largely dependent on its
fondness for dining out (USDA 2013).
At the same time, given the regional flavors, international students may, depending on
where they are from and what region they migrate from, have an easier time finding familiar
foods. A German student attending the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee may have no
trouble finding foods that she has been eating her whole life. This same student however who
attends the University of South Carolina may be unable to find any food that is familiar. In
summary, international students, as compared to local students, have more challenges in their
new milieu compared to local students who are adjusting to their new social lives (Bentley
2008).
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CHAPTER III: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

There are many possible approaches to use when studying eating habits and dietary
acculturation. Symbolic interactionism (SI) is the main paradigm through which scholars base
their research. Within this paradigm, however, there are different approaches. The current study
will draw from three of these approaches: 1) the “Why Do People Eat What They Eat”
approach, 2) Cross-cultural Adaptation, and, 3) the Social and Cultural Reproduction theory.
These three different SI approaches are commonly utilized in studies on acculturation and
migration. While the first two theoretical approaches fit under the umbrella of the SI
constructionist perspective, the third approach is of Marxist SI inspiration. In general, the “Why
Do People Eat What They Eat” approach provides reasons and some explanations in
understanding eating habits of international students. Cross-cultural adaptation, sometimes
known as cultural adjustment sets the general context of what happens when someone
acculturates into a new milieu. Social and cultural reproduction shines light on inheritance
(background and experiences that move with the sojourner) and the role it plays in categorizing
people (e.g., minority/majority, social class) in societies of origin and host countries.
Authors who adopt the symbolic interactionism approach, acknowledge how humans
create symbols to express or make sense of the social world in interacting with each other. Those
interactions are based on the roles each person takes in communication in order to cooperate with
others given various situations involving eating and studying. For international students, changes
occur during interaction with others (friends, roommates, teachers, etc.) during daily experiences
either on campus or in the community of residence. Acculturating international students face the
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challenges of cultural adjustment by understanding their new surroundings. That environment
could be considered as similar to a Goffman-esk stage where international students perform. The
biggest stage is the country in which students arrive, where they do not know the culture.
Learning habits and reproducing them is like to being on stage and not knowing who is
watching. Then, they have to succeed in their academic endeavors which may have unfamiliar
duties and responsibilities. Above all, they need to feed themselves which means becoming
buyers of local foods. In each of those situations they have roles to play to adapt successfully
while people they are acting in front might judge them. The “front stage” is the fixed situation
where performances occur and in which the situation is defined; such as in a classroom.
International students know the expectations and what academic life is about at least based on
descriptions they have read. However, understanding something through reading about it versus
actually living it is likely to produce dissonance and stress. Another front stage location is the
stores where students purchase their foods. Prices are set, but there is much information and
many options available at food markets. There is nothing for sojourners to do other than learn to
understand the symbols, meanings, and values they represent. Here, there is a set of behaviors
that are reproduced in a constant manner by actors (international students and people they
interact with every day). They may misunderstand information, they may make mistakes, they
may choose the wrong option, and they must do all this in public with an audience.
The back stage is where facts, actions, and thoughts that are not expressed on the front
stage, come out and are revealed. Here, is where international students feed themselves and cope
with stress, in relative safety (or at the very least out of view of the public). As noted above there
is a correlation between food and health and unhealthy diets could lead to cardiovascular
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problems. Cooking skills become handy as much as friends, availability of traditional or home
foods in stores, income, age, country of origin, residency arrangements, and marital status as
they ease or aggravate the acculturation process. The back stage is the side the others (the public,
the administrators, etc.) do not see and where they have the freedom to behave as they wish
without the fear of not being appreciated or mocked by others. On any of the actors’ stages
symbols and manners are representative of who the individuals are; especially regarding their
eating habits. While those foodways may be scrutinized in public, in private they may go
unnoticed, thereby being safer for those still acculturating to the new host’s norms and values.
Why People Eat What They Eat Approach
We know that factors such as tradition, pleasure, convenience and cost, and health
influence eating habits of international students. Rappaport, Peters, Huff-Corzine, and Downey
(1992) encourage foodways’ scholars to consider them in their research efforts. According to
Rappaport et al., these categories are defined as follows:
Pleasure: All forms of sensory, social, emotional, or aesthetic pleasure.
Health: Maintaining health and energy, preventing disease, or achieving excellent health.
Tradition: All religious, ethnic, or folk-traditional considerations.
Convenience/Cost: Easy availability, low cost, easy preparation, and little time required.
(p173).
Each of these categories grew out of interviews with respondents where they were asked
about what they had eaten at their most recent meal followed with “why”. The respondents
generally had no trouble explaining what they ate and why those particular foods were chosen.
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Briefly, this work indicates that these four conceptual components must be studied in more depth
to gain an understanding of the fundamental meanings food provides to individuals. The present
study takes this advice and uses these validated concepts to help examine why people eat what
they eat as well as to better understand the choices international students make regarding food.
Cross-cultural Adaptation – Cultural Adjustment
The terms above have been used by many theorists; Cross-cultural Adaptation theorists
being just one group. Cross-cultural adaptation is a process through which people moving to an
unknown environment maintain or create stable lifestyles in the new milieu (Zhu, Liu, Fink
2016). Migrants here are considered to be in reciprocal communication with their new
environment. As a result, both are influenced; both influence. What is lost in one environment
can be gained in the other. When it comes to international students, they negotiate their identities
to better adapt to their new environments.
Identity, according to the Cultural Adjustment perspective, is learned through the process of
socialization, and is also the connection between an individual and that person’s sense of
belongingness in a particular cultural environment (Li et al. 2016). Through socialization,
people acquire knowledge about eating practices in their culture. In a new environment,
international students must learn the symbols, the values, and the meanings of almost everything
surrounding them. Learning the intricacies of the language and eating practices is required and is
done through interactions with the general other in the new culture. An individual creates his or
her new identity based on similarities with others and feelings of belonging to the current social
group (Owens et al. 2010; Stryker and Burke 2011; Ybema et al. 2009). Identity is also how
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others define the individual. In the context of American society, for examples, an Arab is an
identity that is reinforced in different social settings such the mosque, the church or
neighborhood (Benwell and Stokoe 2006; Owens et al. 2010). This identity may have multiple
influence over his or her food choices. One’s identity is also likely to influence his/her stances
on the concepts mentioned above: pleasure, health, tradition, and cost/convenience. For
example, the “cost” of peaches and the view of how “expensive” that price is can be influenced
by one’s social class, and one’s identity as a member of a particular social class.
Identity has many layers that are the sum of experiences located in time and space (Koc
and Welsh 2001; Tomlinson 2013; Wadsworth, Hecht, and Jung 2008). Experiences are critical
to identity formation and serve as a bridge between personality and society, between internal
yearning and external rules and recommendations, between self-presentation and labeling by
others, between achievements and attribution, and between organizing and fighting (Cleveland et
al. 2009).
An individual who has lived for some time in a specific region and who has accepted and
internalized eating traditions (classifications and rules) is more likely to keep them throughout
his/her life and use those practices as reference because they have become part of that person’s
identity. Indeed, ethnicity mediates, orients, and provides a framework that biases how
individuals with the same socio-cultural background and experiences “think, feel, and act”
(Cleveland et al. 2009).
People therefore display their identities, including social class in what McCall and
Simmons (1966) framed as “role-identity”. Role-identity determines people’s everyday
interactions. Individuals show at any given time the identity they want others to see. Identity is
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performed, dynamic, culturally and historically located, constructed in interaction with others
within institutional structures, always remade, contradictory and situational (Benwell and Stokoe
2006; Owens et al. 2010). Cultural identity is similar to Durkheim’s notion of collective
consciousness (Golden and Lanza 2013; Benwell and Stokoe 2006). International students
adapting acquire parts or all of the collective behaviors in their new milieu and loose something
from previous culture. For example, a student’s social class may change after moving to the
United States. And, a student who goes to the United States for educational purposes, may find
himself among people of myriad social classes, when back home he only interacted with people
of his own social position. Here, then, we can generally say that Acculturation Theory uses past
and present socialization and experiences to explain the food choices and norms that
international students make and acquire when they migrate to another country for their
educational pursuits.
Social and Cultural Reproduction
Social and cultural reproduction theory is another notion that falls under the SI paradigm.
This theory, however is less of a constructionist model and instead is more Marxist. Social and
Cultural Reproduction Theory posits that societies influence the way we are socialized. Initially,
this is very similar to the Cultural Adaptation theory. During socialization, we inherit from
parents, other family members, and friends, the norms, values, and resources that constitute
forms of social and cultural capital and can be used in different circumstances throughout one’s
life course. For example, when individuals move to a new society, they must learn and
incorporate all these new elements into their strongly held cultural beliefs. Some of these new
ideas and norms may be contrary to the ones they already hold, some may be similar to our
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socialization, and some may be brand new ideas they have never entertained before. In any of the
above possibilities, it is likely that the new norms, beliefs, and ideas will alter international
students’ identities. Udrea and Dumitriu (2015) used identity negotiation and cross-cultural
adaptation theories to demonstrate identity shifting of students in Europe. The same authors
argued that people in transition, such as international students, move with their habitus—as
defined above as the sum of all of their experiences that could and may be transposed in their
new environment: “the end product of structures which practices tend to reproduce in such a way
that the individuals involved are bound to reproduce them, either by consciously reinventing or
by subconsciously imitating already proven strategies as the accepted, most respectable, or even
simplest course to follow. [They] … come to be seen as inherent in the nature of
things” (Bourdieu, 1976, p. 118). In the new place, the international student starts adapting based
on all those past experiences that encompass acquired eating habits in relation to social class and
forges therefore a transnational habitus that permits them to know and behave according to the
two environments (Darvin and Norton 2014). Marxist views help to explain the importance of
social class in the transition from one culture to another. For example, migrants in a high social
class from one country are more likely to consider themselves in a high class in their new
environment as well. But there are added difficulties with this identity transition if the newcomer
does not master the dominant language and or know local practices such as eating habits and
their consequences on health. Obviously, identity transitions are complex processes.
During that adaptation, many authors have reported that migrants feel culture shock,
defined by Adler (1975) as
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“primarily a set of emotional reactions to the loss of perceptual reinforcements from
one’s own culture, to new cultural stimuli which have little or no meaning, and to the
misunderstanding of new and diverse experiences. It may encompass feelings of
helplessness; irritability; and fears of being cheated, contaminated, injured, or
disregarded (p.13).
That definition suggests that culture shock and the ensuing acculturation has mainly
negative consequences for migrants. However, challenges depend on the background of the
migrant and his or her abilities to adapt and navigate in the new environment. Conceptually,
culture shock would also be related to food pleasure, health, traditions, and cost/convenience.
Additionally, viewed with a Marxian lense, international students arriving in the US, for
instance, who come from English speaking countries are less likely to experience culture shock,
so they are more likely to have fewer difficulties adjusting when compared to students coming
from eastern European countries to find similar foods than home foods in the US. This
minimalization of culture shock for the English-speaking sojourner puts them in a higher social
position in the host country, while the non-English-speaking migrant is in a much lower social
position in the host country’s stratification system.
Adding food into the mix, the theory asserts that food similarities or differences have the
same social impact as language. Here, students from places like Ghana are a good example.
Although they likely know the language of the country to which they are heading, their home
foods are not in common at all with the host foods. In this way, it is likely that culture shock is
experienced in a stronger, more disruptive way by students who are migrating from countries
with greater cultural diversity. These differences, of course, influence their newly acquired social
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standing in the host country. Friendships in the new culture influence eating habits as mentioned
above, but they are also crucial in reducing acculturative stress and culture shock as
demonstrated by many authors (Kashima and Pillai 2010; Hotta and Ting-Toomey 2013).
Cultural transition theory is very important in explaining how cultural background is
important in understanding the current situation in the adaptation process (Darvin and Norton
2014). More could be said about cultural background because some people could be coming
from what Tönnies refers to as Gemeinschaft (low individualism) or Gesellschaft (high
individualism) societies. Edgerton et al. (2012) confirmed Bourdieu’s theory of cultural and
social reproduction by assessing the role of habitus and practice in academic achievement.
Because socialization plays a significant role in cultural capital, and across gender, Edgerton et
al. (2012) examined gendered academic achievement. They found that socioeconomic status is
correlated to academic achievement confirming the fact that habitus originates in the family’s
environment and is reproduced wherever the migrant goes (Edgerton et al. 2012). International
students move with their inherited resources and learned experiences that are sometimes useful
in their acculturation process. Øygard (2000) concurred the findings by assessing the connection
between social position and food tastes in Oslo, Sweden: capital volume and habitus impact food
taste. For instance, people who less economic power were concerned with cost of foods while
those who are rich were more interested in exotic foods.
These perspectives shed light on international students who in one way or the other must
go through that process because of their previous socialization and their present situation as
students. There are expectations here that international students would perform the dominant
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culture (Brouwer et al. 2012). It means that they have to negotiate their identities as they adapt to
their new environments.

Current Study
The present research assesses any changes in eating habits of international students who
have migrated in the US for educational purposes. As any other sojourner, they likely have
reported that they have difficulties adapting to their new environment. They are challenged
almost every day figuring out what to eat, how to achieve well in school, and how to reduce
stress. Based on their ages, their marital statuses, the communities in which they presently live,
the number of friends with whom they interact, the distance between their home and host
cultures, international students’ eating habits may become like the standard American diet. Many
studies have shown the consequences of that diet on health and possibly on academic success. It
is important to understand the main factors that impact eating habits of international students but
more importantly to help them successfully acculturate for it will benefit the universities hosting
those students and give them leverage when recruiting. Meanwhile, the current students will be
healthy, les stressed, and more successful academically. Using the framework of symbolic
interactionism, and the particular theories of “why people eat what they do”, cultural adaptation,
and social and cultural reproduction, the present study addresses the food situations international
students find themselves in and how they handle this particular stressor of their host countries.
This dissertation uses mixed methodologies: quantitative and qualitative to address the
above questions. The quantitative approach has the objective of reaching the maximum number
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of international students. Self-administered surveys can provide a good record of the changes in
eating habits of international students, their cultural differences, and possible intersections
between demographic characteristics and dietary acculturation.
The qualitative approach was implemented through in-person semi-structured interviews,
with the goal to collect stories and in-depth perspectives from a smaller number of students.
Their voices (experiences and standpoints) are more detailed than the general perspectives
offered by surveys. Looking at eating habits through mixed methods will facilitate better
understanding the dietary acculturation of international students and create reference knowledge
for universities and anyone interested in working with international students.
The three questions guiding this work are as follows:
1. Do the eating habits of international students change from their country’s traditional
foodways when they come to the US? If yes, what changes are made?
2. Are there types of people who are more or less likely to change their eating habits?
3. What are the patterns associated with students eating habits/changes?
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CHAPTER IV: METHODS
The present research focuses on answering the three questions mentioned earlier:
1. Do the eating habits of international students change from their country’s traditional
foodways when they come to the US? If yes, what changes are made?
2. Are there types of people who are more or less likely to change their eating habits?
3. What are the patterns associated with students eating habits/changes?

In doing so, two methodologies are used: self-administered surveys and in-depth
interviews. These two methods, in conjunction with each other allow in-depth analyses using the
voices and stories of the respondents as well as a larger and broader analysis of international
students’ views in general. First, I will discuss the qualitative methods for the dissertation
research, then I will turn to the quantitative methods.

Qualitative In-Depth Interviews
Participants Selection and Sample
Seventeen international students were interviewed throughout the summer and fall 2016
and spring 2017 semesters. Five of the respondents are from a moderate sized State College
(SC), and the others (12) are students enrolled at a large southeastern University. Both the large
University and the State College are located in the same large city. Participants were recruited
for interviews mostly through the snowball sampling technique. Each interview lasted on
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average thirty minutes. Some interviews were conducted on the large university campus and
some at State College, and others at different semi-public locations judged safe by both the
interviewer and interviewees. Participants were not compensated for their time, and some helped
in recruiting other participants. Interviews were audio-recorded, except for three participants
who felt uncomfortable being taped. Quotes from transcriptions are used in the results section of
this dissertation.

Data Collection: Interview
Before the interviews, participants read the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved
consent form that provided them with other information about the study. Participants were aware
that this research was approved by the IRB for the Protection of Human Subjects at the large
University. They were also asked if they were at least 18 years old (in compliance with IRB
requirements) and if they were international students with the F-1, B-1 or equivalent type of
visas. Currently held visa status helped to differentiate international students who moved to the
US for academic purposes (i.e., this study’s target population) from students who self-identify as
international students because of their parents’ origins. Many first-generation migrants view
themselves as international students but are not included in this study.
As mentioned above, participants were recruited for interviews by word of mouth and
sometimes via e-mail when a name of a potential participant was given, as is common in this
type of sampling. The demographic information collected during interviews includes gender,
continent of origin, year of birth (age), level of schooling (first year in college up to postdoctorate), major/area of study, marital status, residence (on or off-campus), type of residence
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(i.e., sharing or alone and related nuances), lengths of residency in the US and current city (in
months), and any other information that the respondents wanted to share. Interview questions
were adapted from Alakaam et al. (2015) and included topics such as food choices, why they ate
what they ate, their food preferences in their countries of origin, cultural norms and values
surrounding foods, traditions surrounding foods, and their friendships and personal interactions
in their host communities (see the Appendix D).
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Interview Sample (N=17)
Pseudonym

Major

Marital
status

Residency Residents
(off or on) (who)

Length
(months)

Karine

Sex Country of Age Education
origin
(years in
school)
F
Cameroon 24
Senior

Journalism

Single

Roommate

48

Andrew

M

India

19

Sophomore

Single

Alone

12

John

M

Ghana

20

Junior

Industrial
Engineering
Engineering

Single

Off
campus
On
campus
Off

Natives

24

Michael
Suzanne
Boukar
Maria

M
F
M
F

Jordan
Venezuela
S. Arabia
Jamaica

23
18
20
32

Engineer
First year
Pilot
Master

Single
Single
Single
Single

Off
Off
Off
Off

Alone
Roommates
Roommates
Roommates

4
5
10
8

Bella
Fatima

F
F

Guinea
Brazil

24
19

BA
First year

N/A
N/A
N/A
Engineer
Computer
Tourism
Journalism

Single
Single

Off
Off

Sister
Family

15
12

Jacob

M

Dom. Rep. 26

Sophomore

Culinary
Single
Off
Roommates
16
Arts
Bosco
M
Venezuela 19
Sophomore Architecture Single
Off
Alone
18
Steve
M
Spain
23
Junior
Engineering Single
Off
Roommate
6
Joseph
M
Ethiopia
24
Junior
Biology
Single
Off
Roommate
6
Ben
M
Nigeria
29
PhD
Engineering Married Off
Wife and child 46
Sophia
F
Finland
28
Senior
Biology
Single
Off
Roommates
9
Marcel
M
Egypt
26
PhD
Engineering Single
Off
Roommate
24
Margaret
F
Columbia 28
PhD
Engineering Single
Off
Roommate
24
Note: Dom. Rep. =Dominican Republic. M=male. F=female. BA=Bachelor of Arts. PhD = Doctor of Philosophy.
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Data Analysis
Interviews were manually transcribed and coded. Pseudonyms are used to guard
participants’ confidentiality. The researcher is the only one who handled the records/tapes.
Transcription is used because it facilitates theme grouping. The initial coding is deductive and
based on the structured interview guide for iterative categorization. The assumption of iterative
categorization is that: (1) “the study for which the data are being analyzed has clear aims and
objectives (or an appropriate research question) and (2) any interview or observation guides used
for data generation were informed by both those aims/objectives and the relevant literature”
(Neale 2016:1098). This initial deductive coding is followed by inductive coding after
transcription and follows three main themes: (1) dietary change, (2) food access and preparation,
and (3) food choice and friendship. The second coding process identifies similarities in each
question asked in the three sections mentioned above and is more analytical. The aim here is to
find how initial codes relate to each other and the transcripts. Then, the third indexing step tries
to find paths between questions on the survey and the codes identified from the interviews. The
last coding process determines themes that were not in the survey. Anonymized quotes from
interviews are used to support different themes in the results section.

Analytic Strategy: Interviews
In this dissertation, I do not analyze the interviews to find common themes, as in the
traditional grounded theory approach outlined by Thornberg and Charmaz (2014) and other
qualitative researchers. Instead, my in-depth interviews were designed to untangle some aspects
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of the survey questionnaire. This approach is more akin to Neale’s style (2016) of researching
and analyzing interviews. I acknowledge potential biases that may have affected the interviews
(Harding 1987; Maynard 1998), but I also believe that they are minimal, and still allowed me to
achieve greater understanding. The intersectionality here is that I am a black male who grew up
in a poor town surrounded by people from many countries, and I experienced many cultures not
only through books but also personal contacts. I think that my experience allows me to examine
daily interactions from a multi-cultural perspective and avoid the preconceptions of singleculture research. Participants opened new windows for me in examining their relationships to
food, friendships, and culture. Their stories clarified my perceptions and shed light on the
challenges of finding foods from their homelands.
Hence, the motivation and methods chosen for this study are well aligned. The qualitative
method of in-depth interviews proved to be the best method of capturing international students’
realities and experiences, and accomplishing this research and analysis demonstrated my abilities
to engage these individuals and learn their inner thoughts.

Quantitative Online Survey
Participants Selection and Sample
Surveys were sent out throughout the 2015‒2016 academic years. First, a message was
sent to the top 25 universities with higher numbers of international students through their
international affairs/services/offices, such as New York University, the University of Southern
California, Columbia University, Arizona State University, and the University of Illinois –
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Urbana-Champaign (IIE 2017). Responses varied from university to university. One university
could not help “due to staffing limitations as well as privacy policies and concerns” and another
university did not send out the survey because “we receive requests to send out surveys to our
students each and every week and we cannot advertise these surveys to our students as we would
overwhelm them with these requests.” The screening question to continue to take the survey
asked participants if they were at least 18 years old; this cut-off question was built into the online
survey. Then, messages were sent to international students’ organizations through their Facebook
pages and to other universities with the help of people who recommended them because of the
size of their international student populations.

Data Collection: Online Survey
The data were collected through a self-administered online survey. The structured
questionnaire used here was developed in English and includes many sections built to measure
demographics, changes in food patterns, and level of acculturation (Navas et al. 2007). Almost
all of the questions on the survey came from Perez-Cueto et al. (2009), who developed them
from previous studies for their research on international students in Belgium (in Appendix C).
The first section includes questions about food in the US and in the home country before and
after moving in the US. Question 1 is a Likert scale with five options ranging from “very
different” to “not different” and is “In your opinion, how different is what people eat in the U.S.
from what you ate in your home country?” The second question in this section is: “Think now
about what you ate before you came to the U.S. and what you eat now. For each of the following
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foods, please indicate whether you now eat much less of it now than you did, less, the same,
more or much more. If there is an item on the list that you did not eat in your home country and
still do not eat now, please check N/A (not applicable).” There were twenty-eight food items
listed and participants had to choose either “eat much less” “eat less” same as at home” “eat
more” “eat much more” or “N/A.”
The second section captures eating habits since moving to the US. The goal is to see if
participants are picking up eating habits of Americans as defined in the standard American diet.
Some of the questions are the followings (1) During the last month, how often did you eat in
each place named below? And the seven options ranged from “never” to “daily” while the places
to eat were for example sit-down restaurants, dining hall, home, friend’s house; (2) Are your
eating habits as healthy as you would like them to be? With yes or no categories for answers; (3)
How important is each of the following in preventing you from eating more healthily? Options
were the media, price of healthy foods, availability of healthy items on the market, portions,
availability of sugary foods on a 4-scale starting with “very important” to “unimportant”; (4)
How much do you agree with the following statements? Categories were ranging from “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree” and some of the statements were “I have increased the quantity of
food eaten”, “I eat healthier food”, “I eat while driving” etc. (5)
The third part addresses adaptation in the US and the new living area. Some of the
questions asked whether they missed home food with five options from “never” to “always”,
“what do you consider home food?” with options being “food I grew up eating” and “any food
from my country”, what they do to get home food. The fourth and last part focuses on
demographic questions. The questions are intended to capture a broader overview and
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understanding of the eating habits of international students in the US and the process of
adaptation in their new milieu.

Description of Variables
A total of 48 variables were used in the analyses. These measures allow for a broad
description of the patterns and sources of food acculturation by international students. Based on
the reliability results reported in other studies, some Likert scales were changed from 7 items to
4 or 5, whereas others were increased from 5 to 7 (George et al. 2012; Keller and Siegrist 2015).
Control variables:
1. Sex/gender (male=0 and female=1),
2. Age is measured in years,
3. Residency: 1= “I live alone on campus, 2= “I live alone off campus”, 3= “I share on
campus with co-nationals”, 4= “I share on campus with other nationalities”, 5= “I share off
campus with co-nationals”, 6= “I share off campus with other nationalities”, and 7= “other.”
Those answers were recoded in a series of dummy variables: 1=sharing on or off campus and
0=living alone on or off campus.
4. Religious preference has two categories: “yes” =1 and “no” =0. Another question
asked participants to choose their religion from the following list: Christian, Muslim, Buddhist,
Jewish, Hindu, and Other religious group.
5. Marital status was measured using six categories: married (1), divorced/separated (2),
living together not married (3), single/never married (4), widowed (5), and other (6). This
51

variable was recoded in three categories for analyses: (1) married and living together, (2)
divorced and widowed, and (3) single/never married. The “other” responses were dispatched in
these three categories. Another question captured the number of children of participants who
might have any (yes or no) and asked them to provide the number of children.
6. Years in school was selected from the following list: first year student (1), sophomore
(2), junior (3), senior (4), master (5), and PhD/doctoral (6), post-doctoral (7), and other (8).
Education or years of school was then classified into two categories: (1) undergraduate and (2)
graduate.
Independent variables:
Continent of residence. Respondents first reported countries of origin, and I then grouped
them into four continents – Africa, non-US Americas, Asia, and Europe – that is used in most of
the analyses. Another grouping consisted on having the African continent with three sub-groups:
Northern Africa (1), Central/West Africa (2), and Southern Africa (3). The other continents
remain the same and are non-US Americas (4), Asia (5), and Europe (6).
Length of stay in the USA and in the current city reported in months. Length either in the
US or the current city is categorized into 8 groups: 8=equal or more than sixty months, 7=less
than 60 months but more than 48 months, 6=less than 48 months but more than 36 months,
5=less than 36 months but more than 24 months, 4=less than 24 months but more than 12
months, 3=less than 12 months but more than 6 months, 2=more than 6 months but less than 3
months, and 1=less than three months.
Availability of home foods is measured with a Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.”
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Cooking is a variable that has 7 categories from “never” to “4 or more times per week.”
The areas of study were biological/life sciences (1), business (2), foreign languages (3),
health sciences (4), humanities (5), performing and fine arts (6), physical sciences (7), social
sciences (8), engineering (9), and other (10).
The variables “scholarship”, “assistantship”, “other income than assistantship”, and
“meal plan” are all dichotomous: “yes” =1 and “no” =0.
The variables used for the first round of analyses are sex/gender, age, continent, marital status,
residency, education, and religious preference.

Analytic Strategy: Online Survey
The first analysis includes the use of measures of central tendency to provide description
answer the first question: “Do eating habits of international students change from their country’s
traditional foodways when they come to the US?” After that, factor analysis and reliability tests
follow. Then, multivariate analyses were conducted to see if there is a uniform pattern of eating
habits change and which variables impact and explain changes through ordinary least squares,
with control and independent variables, while linear regression models were used to forecast
changes in eating habits (demographics, control, and dependent variables). All the analyses were
done with Stata Version 15 (StataCorp. 2017).
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CHAPTER V: RESULTS AND FINDINGS
Quantitative Section
As a reminder, the questions guiding this work are as follows:
1. Do the eating habits of international students change from their country’s traditional
foodways when they come to the US? If yes, what changes are made?
2. Are there types of people who are more or less likely to change their eating habits?
3. What are the patterns associated with students eating habits/changes?

First, the table of demographics (Table 2) presents a summary of main independent
variables and their means, when appropriate, and proportions, that are gender (male and female),
marital status (married, single, and divorced), education (undergraduate vs graduate), continents
(Africa in sub-regions North, Central, and South), Americas except U.S., Asia, and Europe. The
factor analyses help determining the groups of foods for further analyses based on their
correlations. Eating habits differences among participants are displayed through means, standard
deviations (SD), and correlations using percentages between different groups. The bivariate
analyses (analyses of variance) show the relationships between aforementioned variables – and
some others such as length of stay in the United States and residency (living on or off campus).

Section 1: Demographics
This section describes the characteristics of the international students in the sample as
illustrated in Table 2. It also shows how each variable was coded. Those results are based on 501
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people who started the survey. Of those, 273 completed the entire survey. As a result, there is
variation in number of participants across variables.
Table 2: Characteristics of the Sample
Percentages
(%)
Sex/Gender
Female
Male
Marital status
Single/never married
Married
Living together not married
Widowed
Divorced
Other
Residency
Living alone on campus
Living off campus alone
Sharing on campus with co-nationals
Sharing on campus with other nationalities
Sharing off campus with co-nationals
Sharing off campus with other nationalities
Other
Education
First year
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Master
PhD/Doctoral
Post-Doctoral
Other
Area of study
Biological/life sciences
Business
Foreign Languages
Health Sciences
Humanities
Performing or Fine Arts
55

N
259

56
44
258
67
23
5
.40
2.3
2.3
259
5
20
8
10
24
21
12
262
13
3
8
7
25
40
2
2
261
9
7
3
5
3
2

Percentages
(%)
7
14
34
16

Physical sciences
Social sciences
Engineering
Other
Religious preference
No
Yes
Community of faith
No
Yes
Scholarship
No
Yes
Assistantship
No
Yes
Other income
No
Yes
Meal plan
No
Yes

N

258
51
49
130
24
76
260
66
34
259
50
50
259
79
21
254
83
17

Many variables may have been recoded for analyses purposes. To compare, participants
based on their schooling, the variable education is dichotomous (undergraduate students (32
percent) and graduate students (68 percent); but to see more specific particularities, the variable
was described with all 7 categories form (1) first year to (7) post-doc with in between
sophomore, junior, senior, master, and PhD. For the analyses for cooking, education has three
categories: group 1 is first year and sophomore, group 2 junior and senior, and group 3 graduate
and post-doc level. For the variable age, the same process was used. Whenever grouped, there
are four groups as follows: group 1 (18-22) includes 22 percent, group 2 (23-27) is 35 percent of
the sample, group 3 (28-33) is 29 percent, and group 4 (33 and above) is 14 percent of the
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sample. In most analyses, the variable remained continuous with ages ranging between 18 and
55. For marital status, there are three groups: group 1 is composed of married and living together
(31%), divorced and widowed make up group 2 (3%), and single never married are group 3
(67%). Continents of origin were Africa (14%), Americas except the United States (18%), Asia
(54%), and Europe (14%). The continent of Africa has three regions: the northern (arid areas)
part of the continent with 2 percent of the participants, the central and west (tropical areas) with
8 percent, and the southern (temperate areas) with 4 percent of the sample. Fifty six percent of
the sample is female. So, in summary, the sample tends to be female, in their mid-20s, single,
never married, and migrating from Asia. Most of the participants are PhD students who live off
campus either with co-nationals, other nationalities or alone. They do not have religious
preference nor meal plans. The majority is in the engineering field of studies.
Food Consumption Before Moving and Now
Table 3 presents the amount of respondents who changed their food consumption habits.
The percentages in the Table 3 are obtained by collapsing some response categories. The
categories “Eat much less” and “eat less” have been combined to become “decrease;” “Eat more”
and “eat much more” are now the group named: “increase”. “Same” was not changed. “N/A”
was recoded as missing. When thinking about what they ate before moving to the US and now,
fifty nine percent of participants ate more packaged cakes and cookies, fifty eight percent
consumed more fried foods, fifty six percent ate more TV (frozen) dinners, fifty three percent
consumed more of each of the following: sugar/confectionery and soft drinks; forty eight percent
for canned foods; forty seven percent sweet snacks; the percentage is forty six for each food item
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(1) chicken and non-red meat, and (2) salty snacks; forty five percent for wheat (bread), forty one
percent for tea/coffee; forty percent for both legumes and red meat; corn (maize), juices, and
wine/beer/alcohol are respectively reported to be eaten more by thirty eight percent for each
item. Foods eaten about the same between before and since moving in the US are eggs (47% of
the participants), milk and dairy products (42% of the participants), potato (41% of the
participants), rice (41% of the participants), vegetables (41% of the participants), and fruits
(oranges, dates, etc.) by thirty six percent of the participants. Foods eaten less include cassava
(yuca) by 69 percent of the students, sorghum by 58 percent of those who answered the survey,
millet by 58 percent of the participants, yam by 54 percent of the participants, fish by 49 percent
of the participants, sweet potatoes by 42 percent of the participants, and dark green leafy
vegetables by 38 percent of participants. To provide a summary, the most common foods to eat
are packaged cakes and cookies, fried foods, TV (frozen) dinners, sugar and confectionery, soft
drinks while the least common foods to eat are cassava, sorghum millet, and yam. Foods that
remained the same since they moved are eggs, milk and dairy products, potato, rice, vegetables,
fruits (oranges, dates, etc.).
Table 3: Food Consumption before Moving to the U.S. and Now

Packaged cakes and cookies
Fried foods
TV (frozen) dinners
Sugar and confectionery
Soft drinks
Canned foods

PERCENT
Food
decrease
15%
18%
21%
19%
22%
20%
58

PERCENT
Same as at
home
26%
24%
23%
28%
25%
32%

PERCENT
Food
increase
59%
58%
56%
53%
53%
48%

N

286
295
219
301
280
257

PERCENT
PERCENT PERCENT
N
Food
Same as at
Food
decrease
home
increase
Sweet snacks
21%
32%
47%
289
Chicken and non-red meat
18%
36%
46%
279
Salty snacks
21%
33%
46%
292
Wheat (bread)
20%
35%
45%
299
Tea/coffee
24%
35%
41%
286
Legumes
26%
34%
40%
295
Red meat
30%
30%
40%
258
Corn (maize)
28%
34%
38%
283
Juices
27%
35%
38%
294
Wine/beer/alcohol
25%
37%
38%
218
Eggs
13%
47%
40%
289
Milk and dairy products
19%
42%
39%
296
Potato
21%
41%
38%
298
Rice
36%
41%
22%
300
Vegetables
29%
41%
30%
302
Fruits (oranges, dates, etc.)
29%
36%
35%
303
Cassava (yuca)
69%
17%
14%
147
Sorghum
58%
33%
09%
112
Millet
58%
25%
17%
129
Yam
54%
29%
16%
160
Fish
49%
28%
23%
280
Sweet potatoes
42%
30%
28%
244
Dark green leafy vegetables
38%
33%
29%
298
Note: numbers are percentages. Food decrease comprises “eat much less” and “eat less” and food
increase is “eat much more” and “eat more” Frequencies (N) vary across the table based on the
number of responses to that question (variable). Variations do not impact analyses.

Food Types
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Factor Analyses and Reliability
The goal of the factor analysis is to determine if the items that can be used to measure
changes in eating habits are correlated in any sensible way. For each of the 29 foods, respondents
indicated whether they “eat much less” (1) of it now than they did, “less” (2), “the same as at
home” (3), “more” (4) or “much more” (5). If there is an item on the list that they did not eat in
their home country and still do not eat now, they check N/A (not applicable) (6) (see the food
items in questionnaire in Appendix C). A correlation matrix shows relationships among the many
types of foods (see Table in appendix E). The correlation was used to summarize how types of
foods are related and see if they could be grouped together for subsequent analyses.
Initially there were twenty-nine food items that were recoded into four categories based
on factor analyses. Each factor is made up of variables that added together to form a scale. The
first group is called “quick meals” that are made of sweet and salty snacks, fried foods, packaged
cakes and cookies, sugar and confectionery, soft drinks, and canned foods. The second is
“carbohydrates” with sweet potatoes, cassava (yuca), potato, yam, millet, sorghum, and alcoholic
beverages. The third scale is “vegetables and fruits”: fruits (oranges, dates, etc.), legumes,
vegetables, dark green leaves vegetables, milk, and dairy products. The fourth is “protein” with
eggs, fish, chicken and non-red meat, and red meat. The so-called complex variables (food items
in more than two factors) that are TV(frozen) dinners, juices, corn(maize) were removed from
factors and are not included in any analysis. Hence the four independent variables are (1) quick
meals, (2) carbohydrates, (3) vegetables and fruits, and (4) protein. Then, bivariate analyses were
done with those four categories to see the degree of correlation between those groups. The
dependent variables were also used in a series of analyses of variance (ANOVA) to see how they
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are related to demographic variables and if there are patterns of change among and/or between
international students. Those analyses were performed to make sure that there are discernable
differences between groups on the dependent variables.
The exploratory factor analysis examined the matrix of correlations looking for “principal
components” – i.e., underlying “factors” that seem to “explain” the pattern of correlations.
Using the method of principal components and varimax rotation, the analysis extracted four
factors that collectively “explained” 43 percent of the total response variance; the factor
loadings, representing the association of each food with the factors, are in Table 4.
Table 4: Factor Loadings
Variable

Sweet snacks
Salty snacks
Fried foods
Packaged cakes and cookies
Sugar and confectionery
Soft drinks/sodas
Canned foods
TV (frozen) dinners
Juices
Sorghum
Yam
Millet
Cassava (Yuca)
Sweet potatoes
Wine/beer/alcohol
Corn (maize)
Vegetables
Dark green leaves
vegetables
Fruits (orange, dates, etc.)
Milk and dairy products

Factor 1
“Quick
meals”
0.82
0.83
0.74
0.83
0.57
0.73
0.67
0.80
0.61

Factor 2
“Carbohydrates”

Factor 3
“Fruits,
vegetables”

Factor 4
“Protein”

0.79
0.53
0.76
0.65
0.75
0.40
0.64
0.87
0.75
0.64
0.80
61

Uniqueness

0.29
0.29
0.39
0.26
0.62
0.44
0.42
0.32
0.59
0.35
0.64
0.34
0.47
0.31
0.77
0.52
0.22
0.35
0.57
0.68

Variable

Factor 1
“Quick
meals”

Factor 2
“Carbohydrates”

Factor 3
“Fruits,
vegetables”
0.52

Factor 4
“Protein”

Uniqueness

Legumes
0.68
Rice
-0.32
0.69
Chicken and non-red-meat
0.55
0.58
Red meat
0.47
0.65
Eggs
0.38
0.71
Fish
0.32
0.50
0.58
Potato
0.58
0.54
Wheat (bread)
0.87
Tea/Coffee
0.37
0.75
Eigenvalue
6.30
3.50
2.74
1.37
Note: The cut-off for loadings to be displayed in the table is .30. N=50 observations. Factor
analyses provided an empirically-based summary of the foods that could be grouped together.

The following groups of foods have then been created reflecting the factor loadings
above. Of the original four factors from the initial analyses, a “predict” function yielded four
factors (scales) that are used throughout the remainder of the analysis. Each factor has an
estimated reliability: for the first factor, quick meals, it is .87, for the second factor titled
carbohydrates, it is .77, for the third factor fruits and vegetables, it is .68, and for the fourth
factor proteins, it is .35. The scale for proteins is very brief and so unreliable. The scale quick
meals constituted has the following foods: sweet snacks, salty snacks, fried foods, packaged
cakes and cookies, sugar and confectionery, soft drinks/sodas, canned foods. The carbohydrates
are sorghum, yam, millet, cassava (yuca), and sweet potatoes. Vegetables and fruits are
vegetables, dark green leaves vegetables, fruits (orange, dates, etc.), and legumes. In the category
of proteins, there are chicken and non-red-meat, red meat, eggs, and fish. As indicated in the
Table 3 footnote, loadings smaller than 0.3 are not displayed in the table. Using that criterion,
potato, wheat/bread, and tea/coffee are not associated with any factor. Corn (maize), TV (frozen)
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dinners, and juices are excluded from analyses because are associated with two factors. Milk and
dairy products could be in factor of fruits and vegetables but was excluded by the low factor and
association with two factors.
The four scales quick meals, carbohydrates, fruits and vegetables, and proteins are the
dependent variables that are used in subsequent analyses. The correlation matrix (in Table 5)
shows two significant relationships among the summary variables that were created from factor
analyses. The first is a significant negative relationship between quick meals and fruits and
vegetables (p<.01). This means that as the consumption of fruits and vegetables increases, there
is a decrease in consumption of quick meals. The second significant relationship is positive and
is between fruits and vegetables and proteins shows similar increase of those groups of foods in a
diet (p<.05). Increase in consumption of proteins is associated with increase in consumption of
fruits and vegetables. Altogether, the factor findings are predictors of the four food categories
that are used in the analyses. Even though one or two foods are in two categories, there are clear
paths that foods could be grouped in four categories because each category reflects
recommendations and other diets publicized by health professionals. For example, factor
loadings showed that proteins were eggs, fish, chicken and non-red meat and read meat.
Table 5: Correlations Among the Four Food Categories (N=51)
Quick meals

Carbohydrates Fruits and
vegetables

Proteins

Quick meals
15.76 (4.60)
Carbohydrates
0.20
7.50 (2.70)
Fruits and vegetables -0.26**
-0.10
8.4 (2.68)
Proteins
0.17*
0.06
0.16*
10.39 (2.45)
Note: *p<.05, **p<.01. Mean and standard deviation at the intersection of each food group
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It is therefore clear that there are potentially useful scales for quick meals, carbohydrates,
fruits and vegetables, and proteins. These scales represent changes in consumption of types of
foods that were described in the literature review section as the main foods that constitute the
standard American diet (SAD). Subsequent analyses compare demographic groups of
participants identify changes in eating habits and understand which foods are consumed more or
less what groups of participants.
Bivariate Analyses of Foods and Demographics
Bivariate analyses of food items with different demographics showed various patterns.
The first test is to see the association between any of the foods and continent of origin. The
second is between education and the foods. The third is marital status and the items on the food
list. The fourth is foods and gender. Relations that are statistically significant are reported in the
following tables. Chi square results in Table 6 show a statistically significant difference in
consumption of rice, alcohol, and eggs among participants based on their continent of origin.
Sixty percent of Africans were less likely to consume rice, 40 percent of Asians were less likely
to eat rice, while non-US Americans were likely to consume the same amount of rice as before
moving to the US (2 = 25.22, df = 6; p.<.001). Asian and African students are more likely to
consume more alcohol (respectively 47% of Asians and 52% of Africans); non-US American
students are likely to be at the same amount while Europeans are less likely to consume alcohol
(2 =17.17, df=6, p<.01). For eggs, African and American participants are likely to eat the same
amount of eggs, respectively 60 and 53 percent, Asian and European students are more likely to
increase their consumption of eggs (47% and 59%; 2 = 14.17, df=6; p.<.05).
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Table 6: Results of Chi-square Test and Descriptive Statistics for Rice, Alcohol, and Eggs by
Continent of Origin
Africa

Non-US
Americas

Asia

Europe

Rice (n=241)
Decrease
12(60%)
25(35%)
36(40%)
6(13%)
Same
10(29%)
29(41%)
28(31%)
29(65%)
Increase
4(11%)
17(24%)
26(29%)
10(22%)
Alcohol (n=171)
Decrease
5(16%)
9(18%)
12(21%)
13(39%)
Same
10(32%)
29(57%)
18(32%)
12(37%)
Increase
16(52%)
13(25%)
27(47%)
8(24%)
Eggs (n=239)
Decrease
6(17%)
10(14%)
11(13%)
4(9%)
Same
21(60%)
39(53%)
34(40%)
15(32%)
Increase
8(23%)
24(33%)
40(47%)
27(59%)
2
2
2
Note: rice:  = 25.22***, df = 6; alcohol:  =17.17**, df=6; eggs:  = 14.17*, df=6. Numbers
in parentheses indicate column percentages. ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05. Frequencies (N) vary
across the table based on the number of responses to that question (variable). Variations do not
impact analyses.
When it comes to education and food items (see table 7), first year (51%) and master
(54%) students are more likely to red meat compared to sophomores (56%) who are less likely
while juniors (43%), seniors (44%), masters (35%), and post-docs (56%) are likely to keep the
same level of consumption (2 = 21.77, df = 12, p<.05). Participants at all levels of education are
more likely to decrease their consumption of fish except seniors who are likely to keep the same
amount of fish (respectively first year 46%, sophomore 56%, junior 76%, masters 45%, PhD
37%, and post-docs 89%; 2 = 29.77, df = 12, p<.01). Forty-five percent of first year and juniors
are more likely to consume more eggs as well as forty-four percent of masters. Seniors (56%),
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PhDs (56%), and post-docs (78%) are likely to have the same amount of eggs. Fifty percent of
sophomore are less likely to consume eggs (2 = 31.27, df = 12, p<.01).
Table 7: Results of Chi-square Test and Descriptive Statistics for Red Meat, Fish and Eggs by
Education
First

Sophomore Junior

Senior

Master

PhD

year

PostDoc

Red meat (n=218)
Decrease

8(30%)

5(56%)

6(28%)

4(22%)

13(27%)

28(22%)

0(0%)

Same

5(18%)

0(0%)

9(43%)

8(45%)

9(19%)

30(25%)

5(56%)

Increase

14(52%)

4(4%)

6(29%)

6(33%)

26(54%)

28(33%)

4(44%)

Decrease

13(46%)

5(56%)

16(76%) 7(39%)

25(45%)

35(37%)

8(89%)

Same

5(18%)

3(33%)

1(5%)

10(55%) 18(32%)

32(34%)

0(0%)

Increase

10(36%)

1(11%)

4(19%)

1(6%)

13(23%)

28(29%)

1(11%)

Decrease

4(14%)

2(56%)

5(25%)

2(11%)

18(4%)

5(5%)

0(0%)

Same

12(41%)

1(11%)

6(20%)

10(56%) 25(42%)

54(56%)

7(78%)

Increase

13(45%)

3(33%)

9(45%)

6(33%)

39(39%)

2(22%)

Fish (n=236)

Eggs (n=241)

26(44%)

Note: red meat: 2 = 21.77*, df = 12; fish: 2 = 29.77**, df = 12; eggs: 2 = 31.27**, df = 12.
Numbers in parentheses indicate column percentages. **p<.01, *p<.05. Frequencies (N) vary
across the table based on the number of responses to that question (variable). Variations do not
impact analyses.

There are two foods that are statistically significant with marital status: soft drinks and
sweet snacks (see table 8). In the case of soft drinks, participants in all categories are more likely
to increase their consumption: 49 percent of married and living together, 60 percent of divorced
and widows, and 55 percent of singles (2 = 9.63, df = 2, p<.05). Identical patterns are observed
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for sweet snacks: 41 percent of married and living together, 71 percent of divorced and widow,
and 51 percent of singles are more likely to increase their consumption of sweet snacks (2 =
9.75, df = 4, p<.05).
Table 8: Results of Chi-square Test and Descriptive Statistics for Soft Drinks and Sweet Snacks
by Marital status
Married and living
together

Divorced and
widow

Single

Soft drinks (n=237)
Decrease
22(31%)
1(20%)
23(14%)
Same
14(20%)
1(20%)
49(31%)
Increase
35(49%)
3(60%)
89(55%)
Sweet snacks (n=243)
Decrease
23(32%)
1(14%)
25(15%)
Same
20(27%)
1(14%)
55(34%)
Increase
30(41%)
5(72%)
83(51%)
2
2
Note: soft drinks:  = 9.63*, df = 2; sweet snacks:  = 9.75*, df = 4. Numbers in parentheses
indicate column percentages. *p<.05. Frequencies (N) vary across the table based on the number
of responses to that question (variable). Variations do not impact analyses.

Chi square results in table 9, show a statistically significant difference between genders. Male
and female participants are more likely to decrease their consumption of yam (50% and 57%; 2
= 6.97, df = 2, p<.05).
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Table 9: Results of Chi-square Test and Descriptive Statistics for Yam by Sex
Female

Male

Yam (n=136)
Decrease
48(57%)
26(50%)
Same
18(21%)
21(40%)
Increase
18(22%)
5(10%)
2
Note:  = 6.97*, df = 2. Numbers in parentheses indicate column percentages. *p<.05
In summary, the above patterns reflect the changes that were observed with which items
were consumed more, the same or less in table 3. With tables 6, 7, 8, and 9, we can see how
those food items are related to the demographics. It is clear that, for example, female and male
students decreased their consumption of yam or that across different levels of education,
participants eat different items. Sophomore students decreased their consumption of red meat,
eggs, and fish while at the same time, seniors kept consumption of the same foods at the same
level. Masters students increased their consumption of eggs and red meat but decrease their
consumption of fish.

Multivariate Analyses
A series of linear regressions were conducted with the four dependent variables that are quick
meals, carbohydrates, fruits and vegetables, and proteins. Results show different patterns. The
linear regression of quick meals has only one variable that is statistically significant that is length
of residency in the US in models 3, 4, and 5 (p<.05). The constant is statistically significant
across all the other models (p<.001). For every month increase in length of stay, quick meals
decrease by .43 units.
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Table 10: Linear Regression of Quick Meals Regressed on Gender, Age, Education, Marital
Status, Continent of Origin, Hardship of Finding Home Food in Stores, Length of Residency in
the US, and Type of Residency

Gender
Age
Education
Marital Status
Divorced*
Single
Continent of origin
Americas*

Model 1
-1.454
(0.840)
-0.054
(0.095)
0.063
(0.282)

Model 2
-1.454
(0.840)
-0.054
(0.096)
0.063
(0.282)

Model 3
-1.227
(0.848)
-0.081
(0.091)
0.126
(0.279)

Model 4
-1.200
(0.852)
-0.080
(0.090)
0.135
(0.282)

Model 5
-1.306
(0.864)
-0.078
(0.092)
0.158
(0.283)

-1.086
(1.461)
0.083
(0.984)

-1.086
(1.461)
0.083
(0.984)

-0.249
(1.652)
0.550
(0.950)

-0.341
(1.691)
0.537
(1.691)

-0.264
(1.768)
0.678
(0.967)

-1.089
(1.091)
-1.148
(1.113)
-1.911
(1.267)

-1.089
(1.091)
-1.148
(1.113)
-1.911
(1.267)

-1.167
(1.084)
-1.040
(1.099)
-1.800
(1.263)
-0.430*
(0.178)

-1.111
(1.114)
-1.022
(1.104)
-1.818
(1.262)
-0.434*
(0.179)
-0.186
(0.525)

-1.068
(1.152)
Asia
-.902
(1.111)
Europe
-1.675
(1.287)
Length of stay in
-0.435*
the US
(0.530)
Hardship of finding
-0.244
home foods
(0.530)
Type of Residency
-0.377
(0.836)
Intercept
21.57***
21.57***
23.40***
23.75***
23.72***
(2.475)
(2.475)
(2.579)
(2.798)
(2.846)
N
139
139
136
136
135
r-squared
0.051
0.051
0.089
0.090
0.095
Adjusted R
-0.007
-0.007
0.024
0.017
0.014
Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Americas* is all but US
and reference is Africa. Reference is married and living together. Divorced* is divorced and
widowed. Education is graduate and undergraduate. Type of residency is on or off campus.
Frequencies (N) vary across the table based on the number of responses to that question
(variable). Variations do not impact analyses.
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In the table above, the only variable that impacts consumption of quick meals is length of
stay in the US that is statistically significant when introduced in the models 3, 4, and 5 with the
same p<.05 although it is negative.

Table 11: Linear Regression of Fruits and Vegetables regressed on Gender, Age, Education,
Marital Status, Continent of Origin, Hardship of Finding Home Food in Stores, Length of
Residency in the US, and Type of Residency

Gender
Age
Education
Marital status
Divorced*
Single
Continent
America*
Asia
Europe

Model 1
0.157
(0.328)
0.026
(0.032)
-0.023
(0.111)

Model 2
0.080
(0.337)
0.031
(0.035)
-0.013
(.112)

Model 3
0.161
(0.339)
0.025
(0.036)
-0.020
(0.111)

Model 4
0.073
(0.342)
0.023
(0.034)
-0.039
(0.108)

Model 5
0.105
(0.345)
0.024
(0.034)
-0.063
(0.111)

0.245
(1.032)
-0.263
(0.365)

0.072
(1.024)
-0.209
(0.380

0.074
(1.005)
-0.188
(0.385)

0.173
(0.992)
-0.166
(0.379)

0.109
(1.027)
-0.233
(0.383)

0.627
(0.563)
0.934
(0.532)
0.986
(0.597)

0.519
(0.576)
0.859
(0.546)
1.003
(0.605)
-0.065
(0.071)

0.402
(0.577)
0.821
(0.552)
1.044
(0.608)
-0.591
(0.069)
0.531*
(0.215)

0.407
(0.584)
0.811
(0.556)
1.001
(0.616)
-0.063
(0.070)
0.553*
(0.216)
0.302
(0.344)

Length of stay in the US
Hardship of finding
home foods
Type of Residency
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Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
Model 5
Intercept
7.670*** 6.774***
7.291***
6.314***
6.279***
(0.888)
(1.073)
(1.154)
(1.220)
(1.222)
N
225
220
217
217
216
r-squared
0.010
0.030
0.031
0.060
0.065
Adjusted R
-0.013
-0.007
-0.011
0.014
0.015
Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Americas* is all but US
and reference is Africa. Reference is married and living together. Divorced* is divorced and
widowed. Education is graduate and undergraduate. Type of residency is on or off campus.
Frequencies (N) vary across the table based on the number of responses to that question
(variable). Variations do not impact analyses.
In table 11 above, the variable that is statistically significant is hardship of finding home
foods in stores in two models: 4 and 5 (p<.05). The hardship of finding home fruits and
vegetable increases by .57.

Table 12: OLS Regression of Cooking regressed on Gender, Age, Living residency, Education,
Marital Status, Religious Preference, Continent of Origin, Hardship of Finding Home Food in
Stores, Length of Residency in the US.

Gender
Age
Type of residency

Education
Group 2
Group 3

Marital status
Divorced*

Model 1
-0.243
(0.222)
0.023
(0.023)
0.448*
(0.219)

Model 2
-0.263
(0.225
0.023
(0.024)
0.430
(0.224)

Model 3
-0.221
(0.227)
0.014
(0.025)
0.371
(0.224)

Model 4
-0.210
(0.229)
0.014
(0.025)
0.365
(0.225)

-0.275
(0.372)
1.052**
(0.355)

-0.118
(0.381)
1.165**
(0.360)

-0.038
(0.391)
1.238***
(0.361)

-0.029
(0.392)
1.259***
(0.364)

0.068

0.098

0.103

0.094
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Single
Religion

Continent of origin
Americas*

Model 1
(0.726)
-0.795**
(0.258)
0.163
(0.209)

Model 2
(0.728)
-0.785**
(0.265)
0.127
(0.215)

Model 3
(0.725)
-0.750**
(0.266)
0.194
(0.219)

0.718*
(0.344)
0.332
(0.335)
0.135
(0.372)

0.776*
(0.345)
0.383
(0.336)
0.153
(0.377)
-0.086
(0.047)

Model 4
(0.727)
-0.751**
(0.267)
0.185
(0.220)

0.790*
(0.346)
Asia
0.380
(0.336)
Europe
0.145
(0.378)
Length of stay in the US
-0.085
(0.047)
Hardship of finding home food
-0.071
(0.139)
Intercept
4.722***
4.306***
4.703***
4.854***
(0.770)
(0.880)
(0.929)
(0.976)
N
227
222
218
218
R-squared
0.266
0.290
0.287
0.288
Adjusted R
0.239
0.353
0.245
0.242
Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Americas* is all but US
and reference is Africa. Reference is married and living together. Divorced* is divorced and
widowed. Education is group 1 for first year and sophomore, group 2 for junior and senior,
group 3 graduate students. Type of residency is on or off campus. Frequencies (N) vary across
the table based on the number of responses to that question (variable). Variations do not
impact analyses.

In table 12 above, the first model has the following six variables: living residency (on or
off campus), education [three groups: (1) first year and sophomore, (2) junior and senior, (3)
master, PhD, and post-doc], marital status (three groups as defined above), gender, age, and
religion. While the number of cooking increases by .45 units for participants living off campus
(p<.05), it increases by 1.1 units for graduate students in the survey (p<.01). not surprising,
number of cooking times decrease by .8 for single participants (p<.01). In model 2, continent of
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origin was added. Education (graduate category) and marital status (single) are still statistically
significant (p<.01). Continent of origin is statistically significant for non-US Americas group
(p<.05). Frequency of cooking increases by 1.2 units for graduate students, it decreases by .79
units for divorced and widow, but increases by .72 units for non-US Americans. In model 3,
length of residency was added to the model and only the ones that were statistically significant
remained significant. Changes in the p value aren’t all that relevant because it remained
significant. The trends of changes are identical to the second model. In model 4, hardship of
finding home foods in stores was added to the model. The same variables that were significant in
the previous models remain the same and at the same p value. We can say therefore that the
number of cooking times are related to education, graduate students cook more often that
undergraduate students. Single students cook less often than married, divorced, and widow
participants. Non-US Americans cook more often than participants from other continents.

Qualitative Section
As described in the method section, the analyses of the interviews follow a
complementary approach to the surveys and following the three main points of the interview
guide: dietary change, food access and preparation, and food choice, health, and friendships.
Here, I will detail the qualitative findings while indicating how they help us understand these
above quantitative findings.
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Dietary Change
The dietary changes of interviewees reflect the findings of the online surveys considering
packaged cakes and cookies of which 59 percent increased consumption of, 58 percent of friend
foods, and 56 percent of TV/frozen dinners. In the meantime, participants have reported a
decrease in cassava (yuca), sorghum, millet, yam, fish, sweet potatoes, and dark green leafy
vegetables. That tendency is reflecting the standard American diet. Other foods that prove that
change are sugar and confectionery, soft drinks, canned foods, sweet and salty snacks to name
the main ones.
Although some international students did not completely change, many interviewees
reported altering their diet because of their religious beliefs, friendships, and convenience. For
example, Jacob (from D.R.) said that his diet changed “not a lot but because of roommates and
depends on the budget, especially when low on budget. I eat more starches less proteins because
they [proteins] are usually expensive.” He is not very different than the 38 percent of those who
took the survey and said they decreased their consumption of green leafy vegetables. His new
eating pattern is like 46 percent of first year students, 56 percent of sophomore, 76 percent of
juniors, 45 percent of master’s students, and 89 percent of post-Docs who decreased their
consumption of fish. Or, like 56 percent of sophomore who reported now eating less red meat.
Marcel affirmed that because of religious restrictions (“it is hard to find halal stuff in many stores
here”), he now consumes more carbohydrates, “specifically rice and bread, and sometimes
potatoes.” Marcel is reflecting the changes of the online surveys takers of whom 59 percent
increased their consumption of packaged cakes and cookies and 45 percent increased
consumption of wheat(bread). Also, hardship finding home foods is stores was statistically
74

significant, especially hardship of finding home fruits and vegetables that increased each by .54.
Marcel added that he also goes to restaurants where they serve foods from Arabia or Turkey,
which are close to home (Egypt).
These findings reflect those of Cahill and Stavrianeas (2013) that international students
change their eating habits after migrating or while abroad and that those changes are correlated
with “irregular meal patterns, food price, food availability, and availability” (54).

Food Access and Preparation
All interviewees agreed that differences exist between home and US foods. One
commonly used phrase was, “I knew that the food is different than what I had home.” For 60%
of the participants, home foods are what they grew up eating (Figure 2 in Appendix G), and more
than 57% of the participants stated that they missed their home foods (Figure 3 in Appendix G).
Most of the participants reported that food is expensive but that this fact does not prevent them
from cooking their meals in a traditional way. So, even though particular foods may be hard to
find, the students used their traditional cooking methods to prepare the nontraditional foods they
were able to acquire.
As theorized, convenience, availability, and cost drive the changes in international
students’ eating habits. Rappaport et al. (1992) demonstrated that the aforementioned factors
influence the eating habits of any group. In this work, Maria said, “back home I had various
foods to eat but here my diet is monotonous.” Joseph said, “Here, I eat what is available in the
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dining hall.” This was similar to Sophia who said, “I had more fish option at home. Here, there is
almost no fish I know, and I don’t like the other choices.”
Access to home foods is complicated, as reflected by many interviewees’ statements that
reflect the decreased foods reported by online survey participants. More than 44 percent of
online respondents said it is somewhat hard to find home foods in the US while 18.22 percent
found it very hard. Not surprisingly, 69 percent of participants reduced their consumption of
cassava(yuca), 58 percent of sorghum and millet each. Some interviewees said:
Ben: “Back home, it was easy to see the differences between different types of meat. Here, is it a
little harder. Packaged meat looks the same to me and it is confusing sometimes to find what you
are looking for when shopping.” Those differences were also remarkable among online
participants based on their continent of origin: 28 percent of Africans said somehow different
and very different, 67 percent of Americans (except from the US) reported not different, 73
percent of Asians chose very different and 13 percent of Europeans different.
John indicated that it was difficult to find items such as goat meat close to the campus where he
lives and that the vegetable options are limited: “you can find the same vegetables like cabbage,
spinach, and collard green but there is no ugali leaves or other Ghanaian vegetables around.”
Boukar: “Dates look fake here and it is not easy to find good falafel.”
Traditional practices are mostly reproduced in terms of cooking preferences. Most
interviewees noted that they cooked because they wanted home foods. Indeed, all the students
interviewed (N=17) mentioned that they missed their home foods, with 22% reporting that they
missed their home foods very often and 35% reporting that they always missed these foods.
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The cooking techniques used were typically based on past experiences and reflect bicultural
strategies of acculturation for some participants such as Suzanne and John but also separate
strategy in the case of Kim. Overall, interviewees were not much different compared to students
who took the online survey. There were many statistically significant relationships in increase or
decrease of number of times students cooked their meals in a traditional way. Participants living
on campus and graduate students cooked more often while it decreased for single participants.
Reasons varied among the interviewees:
Bella: “I cook most often towards the end of the month when I want to save money. My sister
agrees with me because we eat together. Other times, whoever is available cooks. I mean
whoever has time cooks. I also cook when I don’t want to give tips [to servers at restaurants],
especially again towards the end of the month.”
Fatima: “I cook for two reasons. First, because I really like it and second, I am here with my
mom and my brother. My brother who does not like some sauces.”
Bosco: “I cook because I want home food. Sometimes, I can say that I save money but
sometimes, things I want are expensive and I feel like not saving money at all. It good to cook
like at home because it brings back memories”. He added, “I don’t have time to cook but during
breaks, I cook a lot of home foods.”
Suzanne: “Sometimes, when I cook, I call my mom so that I can cook how she used to cook
because she is a great cook and I like how it tastes when she cooks.” Maria, who has been a
vegetarian for the past two years, cooks because “It is not easy to find vegetarian foods. You
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have to look for it… I also cook because it allows me to save some money. I like organic and
when I cook for that.”
Kim: “I remember when I first came in America for my PhD. I did not know anybody. It was
sometimes very difficult to find Japanese. English was challenging, and school took all of my
time. So, to make my food in a Japanese way, I will sometimes put some Japanese soy sauce on
omelet at breakfast. I had that bottle almost all the time with me for the first year. Then, I started
eating out and finding local stores where to buy Japanese stuff and cook Japanese food. Now, it
is fine, I know a lot of places that sell Japanese groceries.”
As those examples show, the international students included in this study cooked less of
their home foods and reduced their consumption of vegetables. However, when they cooked,
international students preferred home-style cooking, as found by Loomes and Croft (2013). The
participants also ate out more and consumed more quick meals. These findings are similar to
those of Almohanna et al. (2015) and Pan et al. (1999).
Food Choices, Health, and Friendships
Food choices facilitate understanding people’s cultural background. These choices
construct identity and reflect the distances between people in interactions, and changes in food
choices illuminate the process of acculturation (Ishak et al. 2015; Koc and Welsh 2002). The
international students in this study spoke about how their new environment shapes their food
choices, which are based on their “previous knowledge and experience”, including taste (Khan
and Hackler 1981; Mann 2015). Joseph stated that “economics affects your choices”. Some
prefer organic food from home; for example, Maria noted that “organic food is expensive, and it
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is good for my health”. Suzanne said, “I do everything I can to eat healthy. I already gained some
weight. It is also hard with schedule to go to the gym.” These statements are consistent with the
fact that 56% of the respondents found healthy food to be expensive, which is a factor that
prevents international students from eating healthily. These findings are similar to those of Vilela
et al. (2014), Alakaam et al. (2015), and Tirelli et al. (2016).
John explains that the way food is packaged is not the same between his country of origin
and the host country: “I am married. My wife has trouble with English. So, I am the one
shopping for her. Some days are harder than others. For instance, when she wants a certain type
of Korean food, she wants the way it is sold in Korea. I like Korean way of cooking too. She
wants things to look like in Korea, but it is not easy. For instance, beef should be cut in thin
slices for her to cook them in a Korean way. She says it makes it easy and I agree. I like it when
she cooks our meals in a traditional way.”
Once again, foodways are conditioned by the new environment, as found by many other
authors (Lahlou 2013; Vilela et al. 2014; Serafica 2014).
Health perceptions constitute another factor that impacts healthy eating. International
students know how to and why they should eat healthy. The interviewees from different
continents of origin showed differences in their health perceptions, and 60% of the respondents
identified the foods they grew up eating as healthy (Khan and Hackler 1981). The participants
were aware of the impacts of their eating habits on their health. Unfortunately, most of them had
relatively few options to consume a heathier diet. One such option was to search for stores that
carried good-quality food. However, prices were then an obstacle.
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Maria: “Organic is expensive and know it is good for my health”
Suzanne: “I do everything I can to eat healthy. I already gained some weight. It is also hard with
schedule to go to the gym.”
The foods that are available constitute the main factor that influences changes in eating
habits. “I don’t have choice. But eating with friends help me to have a healthy diet,” said
Mustapha, recounting that at the beginning of the semester, he ate whatever was available.
The consequences of unhealthy eating include gaining weight. “I am fat here,” said
Maria. Similarly, Mustapha also found it easy to gain weight because “food is too fat here,”
recalling the difference between the foods he consumed in Yemen or in New York when he was
living at home with his parents. However, he noted that “if you can exercise you are fine, if you
can avoid sodas too”. Joseph echoes Maria, saying that drinking water also keeps you healthy.
She goes further and compares the service in the cafeterias in Finland and Greenville, NC: “We
have sodas in bottle and you don’t have refill”. She thinks that difference helps students in
Finland stay healthy and drink less soda and other sweet beverages.
Friendships, as mentioned earlier, impact healthy eating. Mustapha confirmed this,
saying that “your friends can help you in good or bad ways”. Maria said that “office mates
bringing cakes in the office plus eating out” does not help with healthy eating. Students who
hang out with others from their country of origin are less likely to adopt the SAD, whereas those
who hang out with people from other countries are more likely to change their diet. This
observation is consistent with Wen et al.’s (2015) findings that whether students eat out and their
eating habits in general are correlated with their employment status.
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Fatima: “I am part of International Student Club. We socialize and go out a lot. I meet people
from other countries – also Americans. Every month or less, we go out with people from
different countries and those people make you eat at different types of restaurants. We change
restaurants all the time. You sometimes eat things that are different than what you usually eat.
Food plays an important role in friendship with other people.”
Sophia said, “I go out with friends and eat less healthy,” explaining that her friends are the ones
who pick the restaurants;
Hassan, who lived with Indian girls, asked his female neighbors to help him out: “I am
lazy and cannot cook. But, they cook really well, and I can eat there.” Otherwise, “I can go to the
only restaurant serving Indian food in town to satisfy my desires of home food.” In contrast, for
Bella, eating is not related to friendship because “I do not eat with friends at restaurants”;
instead, she indicated that she ate at restaurants because “it is ready, and I don’t have to do dishes
after eating.”

Sense of Identity
Talking about eating habits evokes memories from home. Mustapha noted that because
he feels connected to his family, he likes to go home and eat what his mother cooks. For Joseph,
the main reason that he likes his home foods is that those are the foods he grew up with.
Additionally, he feels that home foods are special because “you cannot find that bread
elsewhere”. The bread he is talking about is made of sorghum. Sophia, remembering how she ate
in Finland, spoke about how her mother took care of her and fed her healthier food.
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Because they cannot find what they want, students turn to their families and friends to eat
the ethnic foods they grew up with. Once, Joseph drove from Greenville, NC to Raleigh, NC to
find home food because “Charlotte is too far. And there, there are cousins who cook Ethiopian
foods. I did it because I missed traditional food”. The bread he mentioned is one of the home
foods he missed but could not find in Greenville, NC. Similarly, Mustapha waits until he travels
home to Fayetteville, NC to eat the foods he cannot find in Greenville, NC. Then, “My mom
cooks and I can have something from home,” he said, smiling. He also noted that he misses
cinnamon coffee in Greenville, NC and that his parents have it in Fayetteville, NC. “Breaks are
always good for me as I can eat things I cannot have here [Greenville],” he continued. Sophia
noted that she cannot wait to go back to Finland. Margaret said that there is nothing like
Columbian food, “especially the beans and rice cooked by my mother.” Brown also found
similar memory evocation et al. (2009) among postgraduate students in England. Cleveland et al.
(2009) reported that consuming home foods is part of maintaining “cultural and families ties”
(198). Wadsworth et al. (2008) observed difficulties relating to academic achievement when a
disconnect exists between a student’s identity at arrival and after spending time in a host country,
especially when students feel discriminated against.
Discussion
As shown by the changes in their eating habits, international students’ foodways in this
research are becoming more like the standard American diet. These findings are consistent with
those of many other authors, such as Lahlou (2015), Serafica (2014), Cahill and Stavrianeas
(2013), and Loomes and Croft (2013). Almohanna et al. (2015) reported the consumption of
standard American foods, such as “burgers, pizza, ice cream, and carbonated drinks” (309).
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Many other researchers have reported increase of snacking between meals (Jahns et al. 2001;
USDA 2013; Louisville 2012). Others have proven decrease in consumption of home/ethnic
foods:
In other words, international students are eating more processed foods that were grouped
in this study as quick meals (i.e., snacks, soft drinks, frozen dinners, fried foods, packaged cakes
and cookies, canned foods, and sugar and confectionery). They are also consuming more
carbohydrates (i.e., sorghum, yam, millet, cassava, sweet potatoes, and wine/beer) and protein
(i.e., chicken and non-red meat, red meat, eggs, and fish). Changes in eating habits are not
uniform across all groups of international students as bivariate results showed. The patterns
indicate that eating habits change based on gender, continent of origin, level of education, and
marital status as found by Ishak et al. (2013).
In summary, this chapter captured the changes in eating habits of international students
who, in the present study, are more likely to adopt the standard American foodways. Participants
consumed more quick meals, reduced or increased their consumption of vegetables. These
findings suggest that eating habits and cultural identity are difficult to change (Cleveland et al.
2009). When food choices were limited by availability and cost, eating healthy seemed to be
motivated by past experiences and impacted by friendships. Furthermore, all of these differences
were framed by gender (Perez-Cueto et al. 2009, p. 87), continent of origin, length of stay in the
country, or marital status.

These findings are consistent with the quantitative findings and help

to explain them more fully.
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION
This chapter first provides an overall summary of the project. Then, it discusses,
implications and limitations of the study and, finally, presents areas for future research.
Summary
The main questions that guided this work are as follows:
1. Do the eating habits of international students change from their country’s traditional
foodways when they come to the US? If yes, what changes are made?
2. How are the demographic variables related to eating habits while in the US?
3. If the students’ eating habits change, is there a uniform pattern to that change?
The number of international students in the US is increasing. These sojourners move with
their cultural heritage, including their eating habits. Many studies have analyzed the changes
migrants undergo in their new milieu, and many researchers have described the adaptational
difficulties experienced by international students. Various factors (demographic, socioeconomic, and cultural) affect acculturation in a different way and acculturative stress is
associated with sociocultural adaptation (Titzmann and Jugert 2015). However, few studies have
studied the eating habits of this population using both qualitative and quantitative methods in the
same project.
The study described here explored the foodways of international students according to
those perspectives. The goal of this dissertation was to show that the eating habits of
international students in the US are influenced by many factors and characteristics (mentioned
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earlier), including the students’ own traditions, the cost/convenience of local and home foods in
stores, pleasure, and health. Demographically, the most important predictors of changes in eating
habits were gender, continent of origin, level of education, and marital status. Changes in eating
habits were measured in terms of the characteristics of the SAD: heavy consumption of quick
meals (sweet and salty snacks) and proteins (red meat, fish, and eggs), low consumption of
complex carbohydrates, fruits, and vegetables (Almohanna 2010; Deshmukh-Taskar et al. 2007).
Hence, the general trend in eating habits demonstrates that international students are more likely
to adopt the SAD by also reducing cooking times. Also, changes in eating habits are related to
the demographic characteristics mentioned above. A closer look at the differences by groups
reveals that single participants are less likely to cook, graduate students are more likely to cook
more often that undergraduates. Non-US American students are more likely to cook compared to
international students from other continents.
In this dissertation, the paradigm used is symbolic interactionism (SI) which helped to
capture the general interactions that occurred between international students while acculturating
in the US. Findings showed that international students were learning from their peer international
students as well as from the rest of the community surrounding the university. Most of all,
international students remain a group with reduced time contact with nationals. Eating out
together impacted their foodways as reflected by statements of students who participated at
gatherings at restaurants or at organized events on campus and or at private apartments.
It is now clear that the reasons for why international students eat what they eat are
pleasure, health, tradition, and convenience/cost as suggested by Rappaport and colleagues
(1992). Many interviewees reported that it is good to eat with other international students
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especially because it was a great opportunity to have good and diverse foods. International
students are aware of health consequences of what they eat. Some of them argued that they know
why they are gaining weight but are unable to manage school work and healthy eating habits.
Consequently, they are obese or eat only what is available. Availability of foods, home foods that
are the ones they grew up eating, is not the same for all international students. African students,
for instance, have reported higher level of stress when it comes to finding home foods compared
to Asian or European students. In all cases, when native foods are found in stores, they are
expensive. Despite cost, international students buy those foods to fight homesickness and feed
their senses by cooking their meals in a traditional way. Cooking is one way of keeping their
native eating habits. When all the other options are explored, international students eat whatever
is convenient, which is foods served in dining halls on their campuses. Most international
students do not have meal plans because they live off campus but found it convenient to eat on
campus.
Life off campus for international students is easy because they can be with people who
have similar cultural background. That is therefore an environment in which they are not judge
and could be who they are. Indeed, cultural adaptation is known to be a non-linear process that
could be daunting. International students with others from their culture or those who share their
difficulties adapt using strategies that seem to suit them the best. Cultural adaptation theory
allows to say that international students are creating their new identity through interactions with
others. They create an identity in their new environment that bridges the gap between home
country, current lifestyle, and being international student.
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The new identity creates new habitus in the sense that it combines also past experiences.
All norms, values, and beliefs are therefore merged in creating new practices. International
students in the study have expressed clear opinions about how using their past socialization they
were either happy or sad. They were happy when transitional experiences match past knowledge.
They were sad when foods in the new milieu were fake and did not correspond to what they grew
up knowing and eating. International students who moved from a higher social class have found
themselves put in other class that they were not expecting to be in. however; the new
classification did not shield them from culture shock and related acculturative stress. Cultural
reproduction has permitted to observe the impacts of the new society on international students.
Implications
There are several findings from the current study that are important for policy and
practice. They are: (1) that international students in the US face specific food-related challenges
based on their cultural backgrounds; (2) that there are cultural differences among international
students who migrate to the US and these differences provide more or less difficulty in
acculturating to new foodways, (3) there is more to know about international students in the US,
particularly with regarding to food and its impact on stress, health, and educational achievement.
The results of the present study suggest an understanding of the acculturation process has
important implications for eating habits. One can also imply that adaptation is related to cultural
background and is an unavoidable process although consequences can be reduced. Therefore,
colleges and universities that want to attract more international students on their campuses need
to understand the differences to address challenges that, once overcome, could allow
international students to not only perform better in the classroom but also adapt and live with less
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stress in their new milieu. So, given the importance most universities place on diversity, one can
ask how universities and colleges might help international students adjust to their new
environments. While some international students find it easier to adapt, like students from
English speaking countries, other students (e.g., Asian students), have a harder time
acculturating, despite a plethora of their home foods in stores and restaurants. Lacking a strong
grasp of the host country’s language seems to make adapting in their new milieu harder. This
could impact their academic performance and health and so hinder their stress-free acculturation
for the time they must spend in the US.
Acculturation is also hampered due to expensive groceries and hard to find particular
foods. In the case of Asian students, it is the quality of foods found in stores that mimic foods
they have had at home. For African students, the lack of foods such as yam, cassava, millet,
vegetables (bitter and jute leaves), and other spices keep them from enjoying the rest American
life. European students face challenges due the taste and quality.
Universities could use workshops that address specific culture shock issues and
implement mentoring programs. In other words, education about healthy host country foods and
diversity of options could help international students cope better with stress related to
homesickness due to lack of home foods. Providing busses to out of the way ethnic groceries,
organize international food fairs, set up new international students with students of their same
culture/country of origin who have been in the host country longer (like big sibling, little sibling
programs). Introduce international students to volunteer families who are from the same
country, provide lists of ethnic grocery stores, restaurants to incoming students, create a rotating
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system of serving ethnic cuisines at the cafeteria in dining halls on campus are all ways that
could all help the acculturative process of international students.

Limitations
Research rarely goes according to plan. When I started working on this topic, I expected
that the primary difficulty would be collecting an adequate number of completed surveys. I also
expected international students to talk freely to me as an interviewer, as they had informally
during conversations. Both issues turned out to be difficult to overcome besides clear
acculturation scale that could capture either acculturation in general in the sense that it is a
process that encompasses all aspects of one’s life: clothing, eating, talking, dancing, friendship,
… etc. Future researchers need a better scale to measure acculturation and dietary acculturation
which would make studies of groups such as international students a little easier. Initially, I was
only able to recruit a dozen interviewees, and the interviews were difficult to schedule.
Furthermore, some participants refused to be taped, and others were somewhat unwilling to talk
about their eating habits in detail, as though they were ashamed, despite the assurance that the
conversation would be confidential. Through this work, I came to understand the challenges
associated with collecting data. Many participants started the survey but only selectively
answered questions.
As a researcher, I must reflect on how I may influence participants’ voices during
interviews. Thus, throughout the interview, transcription, and writing processes, I have striven to
maintain the participants’ own opinions and words. During the interviews, the atmosphere was
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relaxed, and I believe that my international background helped to build rapport and connections
with the participants. At their request, I sometimes shared my own experiences. I did my best to
follow this advice:
…to be credible in the eyes of [international students’] group, scholars must be personal
advocates for their material, be accountable for the consequences of their work, have
lived or experienced their material in some fashion, and be willing to engage in dialogs
about their findings with ordinary, everyday people… (Collins 2000:15).
Also, the length of the survey was shortened due to timing. It would have been beneficial to
collect information about, for instance, the foods consumed at home before moving to the US
rather than comparing what they currently eat more or less. Besides, not collected variables and
information, many variables were not or had not been analyzed because of the number of
respondents and or because bias analyses were not conclusive. Among those variables were
questions about difference between home foods and foods in America, types of foods bought in
specialized stores to name a few. Another limitation is the number of international students that
were from Asia, very few from the rest of the world, which made the comparison between
groups a little harder than thought.
Future Research
This study suggests that eating habits are complex and that differences among
international students can be uncovered through questionnaires and interviews. Furthermore, this
study implies that more can be done to understand the relationship between the foodways of
international students and their impact on these students’ health and academic success. The
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research also suggests that there is a need for a better acculturation scale. An experimental survey
design could help untangle the differences between students from a specific continent, for
example, African students and other international students in the US, which would facilitate
understanding the effects of aspects such as the availability of imported foods in stores on both
academic success and health. Above all, international students should not be treated as a uniform
group (Fritz et al. 2008), and universities must better understand the needs of their international
communities (Tirelli et al. 2016).
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RECRUITMENT LETTER TO OFFICES OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AFFAIRS
Hello Dear,
I am writing because I would like to survey international students at Harvard and need your
help. My name is Boniface Noyongoyo. I am conducting this study as a research project for a
PhD in Sociology at the University of Central Florida (UCF). It is entitled “International
Students in United States’ Universities and Colleges: Eating Habits, Cultural Identity, and
Dietary Acculturation.” I would greatly appreciate if you could take some of your precious
time to forward the link below.
The survey should take about 10 to 15 minutes. Questions are about eating habits, cultural
identity, and adaptation to life in the U.S. The survey is completely anonymous. Some
questions may not be compatible with some electronic devices.
If you have questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me:
bonoya@knights.ucf.edu. Thank you for your help.
Survey (IRB approved) link:
http://ucf.qualtrics.com//SE/?SID=SV_3dWPQXO8pW6BHqB
Best regards,
Boniface.

RECRUITMENT LETTER TO INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AND ORGANIZATIONS
Hello Dear,
My name is Boniface Noyongoyo. I am conducting this study as a research project for a PhD in
Sociology at the University of Central Florida (UCF). It is entitled “International Students in
United States’ Universities and Colleges: Eating Habits, Cultural Identity, and Dietary
Acculturation.” I would greatly appreciate if you could take some of your precious time to help
me by taking the following IRB approved survey:
http://ucf.qualtrics.com//SE/?SID=SV_3dWPQXO8pW6BHqB
The survey is 12-15 minutes and completely anonymous. Some questions may not be compatible
with some electronic devices. If you have questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact
me: bonoya@knights.ucf.edu.
Thank you for your help.
Best regards,
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Boniface N.
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QUESTIONNAIRE
Dear Friend,
My name is Boniface Noyongoyo. I am conducting this study as a research project for my
PhD in Sociology at University of Central Florida. It is entitled “International Students in
United States’ Colleges and Universities: Eating Habits, Cultural Identity, and Dietary
Acculturation.” I would like to ask you to participate. The survey is made up of 45
questions and will take about 12 minutes or less. Questions are about your eating habits and
your adaptation to life in the US. All data obtained from participants will be kept
confidential and will only be reported in an aggregate format.
Participation in this research is completely voluntary. You can withdraw at any time or
refuse to participate entirely.
If you have questions regarding this study, please contact me at 919-803-9243 or
bonoya@knights.ucf.edu.
I have read and understood the above consent form and desire of my own free will to
participate in this study.
I am 18 years old. If yes, the survey continues to
question 1. I am not 18 years old. If no, the survey
stops.

I. Tell us about food in your home country and your eating habits before moving to the U.S.
Q. 1 – In your opinion, how different is what people eat in the U.S. from what you ate in
your home country?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Very different
Different
Little different
Not different

Q. 2 – Think now about what you ate before you came to the U.S. and what you eat now. For
each of the following foods, please indicate whether you now eat much less of it now than
you did, less, the same, more or much more. If there is an item on the list that you did not
eat in your home country and still do not eat now, please check N/A (not applicable).
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Eat
much
less

Eat less

(a) Sweet potato
(b) Cassava
(c) Potato
(d) Yam
(e) Corn (maize)
(f) Millet
(g) Sorghum
(h) Rice
(i) Wheat (bread)
(j) Eggs
(k) Fish
(k) Fruits (orange, dates, etc.)
(l) Sugar and confectionery
(m) Legumes (all nuts, peanut
butter, soybeans, etc.)
(n) Vegetables (broccoli, green
beans, tomato, lettuce, olives,
etc.)
(o) Dark green leaves vegetables
(spinach, beet greens, collards,
etc.)
(p) Chicken and non-red meat
(q) Red meat
(r) Sweet snacks
(s) Salty snacks
(t) Soft drinks/sodas
(u) Tea/Coffee
(v) Wine/beer/alcohol
(w) Milk and dairy products
(x) TV (frozen) dinners
(y) Juices
(z) Fried foods
(aa) Packaged cakes and cookies
(bb) Canned foods
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Same as
at home

Eat
more

Eat
much
more

N/A

II. Let’s now consider your eating habits since moving to the U.S.
Q. 3 – During the last month, how often did you eat in each place named below?
Never

Less
than
once a
month

Once a
month

2-3
times a
month

Once a
week

2-3
times a
week

Daily

(a) Sit-down Restaurant
(b) Fast food restaurant
(c) Dining Hall
(d) Home/House/Apartment
(e) Friend’s house
(f) Other (please specify)

Q. 4 – Are your eating habits as healthy as you would like them to be?
Yes
No - skip question 6
Q. 5 – How important is each of the following in preventing you from eating more healthily?
Very
important

Important

(a) Media Information
(reporting on nutrition)
(b) Higher price of healthy
foods
(c) Availability of healthy
food items in the market
(d) Large portion sizes
(e) Ready availability of
soda/sugary foods
(f) Convenience of less
healthy options
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Of little
importance

Unimportant

Q. 6 – How much do you agree with the following statements about healthy eating habits?
Disagree Neither agree
nor disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

(a) I would eat better if my
friends did.
(b) With a family health
history like mine, it would be
foolish not to eat a healthy diet.
(c) I just don’t have the
willpower to make healthier
food choices.
(d) Healthy food is boring.
(e) Healthy food is too
expensive.

Q. 7 – How often do you eat with
Never

?
Less
than
once a
month

(a) No one/Alone
(b) Boy/Girl friend
(c) Roommate
(d) Relative/Children/Family
members
(e) Friend from your country
(f) Friend from a country
other than your country
(g) Your spouse
(h) Other:
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Once a
month

2-3
times a
month

Once a
week

2-3
times a
week

4 times
or
more

Q. 8 – How often do you cook your own meals? (Circle your response)
Never

Less than once
a month

Once a
month

2-3 times
a month

Once a
week

2-3 times
a week

4 times
or more

Q. 9 – How much do you agree with the following statements? I cook because
Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neither
agree nor
disagree

Agree Strongly
agree

I have enough time
I save money (compared to eating out)
I prepare the food the way I like it
There is health history (diabetes, cardiovascular disease) in my family
I want to maintain healthy lifestyle
I eat according to my religious beliefs
I cannot easily get the foods I am
accustomed to in my community
Q. 10 – Out of every10 meals you make, how many were cooked in a manner traditional to
your home country? Circle one number between 0 for “none” to 10 meaning “all of them.”
0 – 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7 – 8 – 9 – 10 – I do not cook
Q. 11 – Who do you live with?
a. Alone
b. Spouse
c. Boy/Girl friend
d. Relative
e. Roommate
f. Other (please specify)
Q. 12 – When thinking about the food you eat in your household, who cooks most often?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Spouse
Boy/Girl friend
Relative
Roommate
Person I listed as “Other” above
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Q. 13 – How much do you agree with the following statements? Since I came to the U.S.,
Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neither
agree nor
disagree

Agree Strongly
agree

I have increased the quantity of food
eaten
I eat healthier food
I snack more often between meals
I eat more often watching TV
I eat while driving
I find the taste of food in the U.S.
different than in my home country
I spend a lot more money on food

III. Thank you. We are almost done. This section is about your cultural identity and how
you have adapted to your new area.
Q. 14 – Which type of food do you consider to be from home?
a. food I grew up eating
b. any food from my country
Q. 15 – Do you miss food from home?
a. Never
b. Rarely
c. Sometimes
d. Very often
e. Always
Q. 16 – How hard is it for you to find foods from your home country here is the U.S.?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Very hard
Somewhat Hard
Not too hard
Not hard at all

Q. 17 – Do you buy imported food?
a. Yes
How often do you buy imported food in a month? ______ times per
month
b. No - skip to 20
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Q. 18 – In which kind of store do you buy imported food from your country?
a. regular supermarket
b. specialized store (with ethnic foods)
Q. 19 – How often do you buy each of the following kinds of imported foods from your
country?
Regularly

Sometimes

Never

(a) Spices
(b) Vegetables
(c) Fruits
(d) Roots
(e) Meat
(f) Fish
(g) Other (please
specify)
Q. 20 – What do you do to get food from home?
Agree

Disagree

(a) I have relative/parents ship
it for me
(b) I bring it with me after
vacation or break
Q. 21 – Indicate how often you hang out or associate with each of the following:
Never

Less
than
once a
month

Once a 2-3 times
month a month

(a) Other international
students not from your
country
(b) Students from your
country
(c) American students
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Once a 2-3
times a
week
week

Everyday

Q. 22 – How important are your relations with other international students from your
home country?
a. Very important
b. Somewhat important
c. Not too important
d. Not important at all
Q. 23 – How important are your friendships/relations with Americans?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Very important
Somewhat important
Not too important
Not important at all

Q. 24 – How important are your relations with other international students NOT from your
home country?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Very important
Somewhat important
Not too important
Not important at all

Q. 25 – How closely do you identify with other people who are of the same racial origin
as yourself?
a. Very closely
b. Somewhat closely
c. Not too closely
d. Not at all closely
Q. 26 – How closely do you identify with other people who are of the same ethnic descent
as yourself?
a. Very closely
b. Somewhat closely
c. Not too closely
d. Not at all closely
Q. 27 – How close do you feel that your ideas and feelings about cultural and political topics are
similar to other people of your racial or ethnic descent?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Very close
Somewhat close
Not too close
Not at all close
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IV – Could you, please, tell a little bit about yourself?
Q. 28 – Year of birth
Q. 29 – Gender:
a. Female
b. Male
c. Other:
Q. 30 – Marital status:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Married
Divorced/Separated
Living together not married
Single/never married
Widowed
Other (please specify)

Q. 31 – Do you have a child or children?
a. Yes
b. No
Q. 32 – Your country of origin:
Q. 33 – Do you identify as a specific racial or ethnic group within your country? Please explain

Q. 34 – How many months have you been living in the U.S.?

months.

Q. 35 – How long have you lived in the city in which you now live? __________ months.
Q. 36 – Do you have religious preference?
a. Yes
b. No
If yes, what is your religion?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Christian
Buddhist
Muslim
Jewish
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e. Hindu
f. Other (please specify):
Q. 37 – Have you found a community of faith in the U.S.?
a. Yes
b. No
Q. 38 – Where do you live?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

I live alone on campus
I live alone off campus
I share on campus with co-national(s) (same country)
I share on campus with other nationalities (different country than mine)
I share off campus with co-national(s)
I share off campus with other nationalities
Other (please specify)

Q. 39 – If you share your housing, how are the others related to you?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Spouse
Relative
Friend
Other

Q. 40 – Year in school:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

First year
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Master
PhD/Doctoral
Post-Doctoral
Other (please specify)

Q. 41 – Please check your area of study:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Biological/Life sciences
Business
Foreign languages
Health sciences
Humanities
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f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

Performing or Fine Arts
Physical sciences
Social sciences
Engineering
Other (please specify):

Q. 42 – Do you currently have a scholarship?
a. Yes
b. No
Q. 43 – Do you currently have an assistantship?
a. Yes
b. No
Q. 44 – Do you have other income than your assistantship?
a. Yes
b. No
Q. 45 – Do you have a campus meal plan?
a. Yes
b. No
Do you have any additional comments about this survey, or comments that may help me
better understand your eating habits since coming to the U.S.? Please tell me what you have
in mind:

THANK YOU for your participation. I wish you all the best in your studies.
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“International Students in United States’ Universities and Colleges: Eating Habits,
Cultural Identity, and Dietary Acculturation.”

Interview Guide

Dietary Change
1. Can you compare what people eat in your country of origin and what people eat here in the
United States?
- How different/similar are meals?
- Are the foods you are describing from a specific region in your country?
- Do you have examples of fruits/vegetables/roots/plants from your country that are not
found in your current location?

2. What do you eat in the United States?
- How do you access those foods?

3. How has your diet changed since you came to the United States?
- What caused this change if any?

4. What do you consider home food(s)?
- What do you do to find home foods? Do you buy imported foods from your country?
- Why and where?
- Do you miss home foods?

Food Access and Preparation
1. How easy is it to obtain your food?
- in terms of cost
- availability, and
- preparation
Can name specific places, people with whom you eat? Why? If eating on campus: do you have
a meal plan? What is your appreciation of it?

2. What is your perception of the cost of food in the United States in general? What food do you
view as “inexpensive” or “expensive?”
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3. What transportation methods do you use to go to the markets where you buy your food? How
often?
- Who prepares the foods you eat here in the United States?
- How is this different than in your home country? Are the dishes prepared similar
to what you had in your home country?
- Are spices used available?
- What are your reasons of cooking or not?

4. If you buy traditional food, where do you buy it?
- How often?
- What is the role of your religion if any?
- Money?

Food Choice, Health, and Friendship
1. Describe what you eat throughout the day
2. What influences what you eat? Where? Why?
3. How do you decide on what food you eat in the United States?
4. In your opinion, what is healthy eating?
- Why or why not are eating healthy?
- What is the impact of friends?
- What is the impact of family?
- What is the impact of taste?
- What is the impact of price/cost?
4. How do you feel about the quality of food compared to your home country?
5. If your diet has changed since coming to the United States, do you think it affected your
health, and if so how?
6. If your diet has changed since coming to the United States, do you think it affected your
academic success, and if so how?
7. Since you moved, who do you hang out with?
- What are the reasons of choosing a group? Are they some consequences?
- How important are your relations
- with other international students from your home country?
- with other international students NOT from your home country?
- How closely do you identify
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- with other people who are of the same racial origin as yourself?
- with other people who are of the same ethnic descent as yourself?
- How close do you feel that your ideas and feelings about cultural and political topics
are similar to other people of your racial or ethnic descent?
Demographics:
- How many months have you been living in the U.S.?
- How long have you lived in the city in which you now live?
Schooling
- Year in school and area of study
Marital status. If married number of children. Countries
of origin:
Age (year of birth):
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months.
months.
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Correlation Matrix of All Foods Items

Sweet
potato
Cassava
Potato

1

2

.33
*
.08

.04
.42
*
.17

3

4

5

Fish
Fruits

.04

.13
.10

Sugar

.05

.00

.15
*

.17
*

.09

Legumes

.19
*
.00

.12
.09

.05

.18
*
.02

.19
*
.03

Corn (ma
ize)
Millet
Sorghum
Rice
Wheat
(bread)
Eggs

Vegies

.18

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

-

.42
*
.18
*
.31
*
.43
*
.11
.13
.16
*
.02

Yam

6

.00
.17
*
.18

.27
*
.40
*
.31
*
.02

.30
*
.04
.00
.10

.12

.07

.12
.01

.05
.01

.21
*
.13

.06
.11

.01

.26
*
.45

.76
*
.17
.01
14

-

.00
.01

.02
.02
.11

.14
.15

.03

-

.01

.10

.15
*

-

.09

.01

.02

.12

-

.08
.02

.01

.08

.18
*
.11

.25
*
.07

.09

-

.07

.15

.18
*
.29
*
.12
*
.08
.21
*

.25
*
.51
*

-

.89

.13
*
.30
*

.07

.08

.13
*
.05

.17

.25
*

.10

.14
*
.08
.04
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-

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

26

27

28

29

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Dark
green

.00

.07

.03

.10

.01

.08

.14
*

.00

.04

.27
*

.35
*

Chicken

.04
.00
.12

.21
*
.01

.10

.01

.05

.21
*
.11

.06

.00
.00

.14
*
.09

.04

.13
*
.06

.21
*
.19

.08

.02

.21
*
.19
*
.09

.01

.08

.07

.07

.08

.04
.15
*
16
*
.15
*
.04

.14
*
.22
*
.18
*
.03

.51
*

Red meat
Sweet
snacks

.08

.21
*
.00

.00

Salty
snacks

.12

.13

.06

.09

.11

.03

.09

.00

.00

.13
*

Soft
drinks

.07

.03

.15
*

.04

.11

.17

.16

.07

.07

Tea

.04
.01

.07

.03

.05

.05

.17

.27
*

.17
*
.13

.10

.00

.02
.05

.10

Wine

.03
.06

.04

.04

Milk

.03

.03

.08

.00

.06

.13

TV
dinners

.12

.14

.14
*
.09

.15
*
.12
*
.32
*
.07

.02

.09

.03

01

.22
*
.04

.19
*
.09

.01
.12

Juices

.07
.14
*

.07

.11

.12

.09

.15
*

.15
*

.25
*

.22
*
.30
*

.16
*
.00

.26
*
.06

.07

.00

.06
.03

.10

.00

.13
*

.10

.05

.13

.12

.06

.04

.06

.00

.01

.13

.08

.06

.09

.05

.06

Fried
foods
Cakes
and
cookies
Canned
foods

.18
*
.03
.13
*
.13
*
.10

.15
*
.13
*
13

13
*
.22
*
.12
*
.07

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

.23
*

.63
*

-

.09

.00

.01

-

.00
.07

.00

.29
*
.09

.09

-

.15
*

.15
*

.64
*

-

.13
*

.14
*

.41
*

.50
*

-

.09

.04

.00

.08

.07

-

23

24

26

27

28

29

.41
*

.09

.42
*

.07

.02

.01

.04
.18
*
.19
*
.22
*
.11

.20
*
.21
*
.24
*

.20
*

.04

.03

.07

.05

.07

.19
*

.22
*

.17
*

.07

-

.05

.09

.07

.02

.00

.07

.11

.05

.40
*

.37
*

.37
*

.00

.06
.33
*

-

.00

.18
*
.21
*

.00

.29
*

.09

-

.19
*
.01
*
.20
*

.17

.07

.17
*
.35
*

.12

.15
*
.47

.06

.05
.22
*

.29
*
.04

.20
*
.37
*

-

.04

.13
*
.16
*

.05

.39

.23
*

-

.50
*

.03

.17
*
.19
*
.14
*
.14
*
.22
*

.28
*

.09

.10

.61
*

.49
*

.43
*

.13
*

.29
*

.02

.46
*

.18
*

.46
*

-

.14
*

.35
*

.01

.18
*

.24
*

.14
*

.09

.47
*

.35
*

.37
*

.02

.31
*

.02

.58
*

.16
*

.32
*

.52
*
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.25
*
.20
*
.20
*
.03

.17
*
.03
.12

.23
*

.48
*

.04

APPENDIX F: FOOD CONSUMPTION SINCE MOVING TO THE US BY
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Food Consumption since Moving to the US by Continent of Origin

Sweet potatoes
Cassava
Potatoes
Yams
Corn
Millet
Sorghum
Rice
Wheat/bread
Eggs
Fish
Fruits
Sugar and
confectioner
Legumes
y
Vegetables
Dark-green
leafy vegetables
Chicken and
non- red meat
Red meat
Sweet snacks

Eat
les
23
s
25
12
22
15
16
15
8
7
5
20
13
4

Africa
Sam
e
6
2
8
0
8
2
3
15
9
8
7
7
9

America
s Sa
Eat
m e mor
8
12
e
2
3
14
16
11
6
16
10
3
2
2
3
17
4
24
13
23
12
14
9
16
11
12
24

Eat
les
41
s
27
19
38
31
38
31
54
26
12
59
38
33

Asia
Sam
e
37
13
64
16
44
13
20
49
46
61
36
52
38

Eat
mor
4e
1
14
5
10
0
1
11
17
21
6
14
21

Eat
les
14
s
27
10
10
13
5
5
20
4
5
16
14
4

11
11
15

7
9
10

16
14
9

9
15
18

16
14
8

6

5

23

11

10
4

9
5

13
24

18
4

Eat
mor
24
e
10
55
10
56
14
5
36
66
58
34
50
70

16
12
13

28
38
45

52
54
49

17

11

20

11
14

10
22

26
37
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Eat
les
5s
7
10
3
4
3
1
7
12
9
14
10
6

Europ
eSa
me
5
1
11
6
10
5
2
15
6
15
9
13
8

p

df

N

Eat
mor
14
e
3
9
3
13
2
1
7
10
6
5
7
16

.000
.011
.082
.003
.068
.045
.136
.079
.002
.002
.628
.363
.503

24.75
16.68
13.92
20.02
11.72
12.87
9.74
11.31
20.60
21.41
4.36
6.56
5.32

193
121
242
130
230
103
89
243
240
235
229
245
245

57
48
45

7
10
9

9
15
12

14
5
8

.553
.317
.453

4.92
7.04
5.74

242
245
241

44

64

3

13

12

.016

15.68

229

37
44

52
54

10
7

5
8

10
11

.120
.015

10.12
15.76

211
234

Salty snacks

5

Africa
1
27

Soft drinks/sodas

5

5

24

7

11

21

31

34

65

3

10

12

.226

8.16

228

Tea/coffee

7

12

12

8

13

19

35

49

49

4

14

11

.686

3.93

233

Wine/beer/alcohol

7

6

6

6

18

11

22

32

39

6

14

5

.188

8.75

172

Milk and dairy
products
TV (frozen)
dinners
Juices

3

11

20

14

20

6

19

59

60

8

13

7

.001

23.86

240

6

0

19

2

11

18

26

24

59

4

5

4

.009

16.95

178

7

7

20

19

10

11

29

54

53

10

11

8

.004

18.85

239

Fried foods

6

7

21

8

9

23

23

31

80

4

5

19

.984

1.02

239

Packaged cakes
and cookies
Canned foods

5

4

24

4

9

26

23

38

73

3

7

15

.431

5.93

231

7

8

16

4

13

20

26

37

58

7

8

7

.497

5.36

211

7

Americas
12
22

34

Asia
53
50

4

Europe
10
13

p
.000

df
25.28

N
238

Note: significance was tested with chi square tests. The numbers in the table are percentages, and the percentages add up based on
the categories “eat less”, “same”, and “eat more” for each continent. df=degrees of freedom (6 for all food items).
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HOME FOODS

40%

Figure 3: Food that Is Considered Home Food

MISSING HOME FOODS

Figure 4: Do You Miss Food from Home?
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